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SPEC FORMAT

INTRODUCTION

Screenwriting is a unique style of communication.   Good screenwriting combines the clarity of journalism, the economy of poetry, the specificity of technical writing, and the depth of novelistic prose.   But unlike any other form of writing, screenwriting is not an end unto itself.  It is a stepping-stone, a foundation. Its job is to create excitement in the reader, an overwhelming desire to invest the time, money, and emotional capital necessary to turn words-on-paper into a larger-than-life motion picture experience.  It also serves as tangible evidence of its creator’s talent, imagination, craftsmanship, education, and discipline.  A superior screenplay can be more than just the basis of two hour’s worth of entertainment – it can be the launching point for an entire career.

For the most part, the modern cinematic writing style tends to be terse, compact and free of florid embellishment.  Although seemingly constricting at first glance, this drive for economy actually works to the writer’s advantage by putting the focus where it belongs – on the characters and the story – rather than on one’s ability to spin sparkling prose. 

The following guidelines are designed to help you master the modern screenwriting style.  Combining presentation rules that are now considered “industry standards” with time-tested writing techniques that help you get the “most bang for your buck,” this series of “do’s” and “don’ts” will help you make your screenplay look and read as “professional” as possible.

You are, of course, free to stray from these guidelines at any time depending on the needs of your story and your individual temperament.   However, know that when you violate these rules, you do so at your own risk.

If you ever have a question about how to write a line, scene, or even an entire story, always remember: “Less is more.”

BEFORE PAGE 1 – WHAT THE READER SEES FIRST

Cover  - Covers are not necessary, but if you choose to have one:

          Do:    *   Use white or black card stock 

      Don’t:    *  Have a colored cover

                     *  Put a title on your cover

                           *   Illustrate your cover

Binding

                Do:    *   Use three-hole punched paper

                          *   Use two 1-¼-inch brass brads, one in  the top                                                  

                                hole, one in the bottom

           Don’t:     *   Spiral-bind your script

                           *  Use metal screw-type fasteners

                           *  Put a brad in the  middle hole

                           *  Use brads that are either too long or too short

                           *  Scotch-tape brads to your script

                           *  Cut a too-long brad to shorten it

Title page

               Do:      *   Keep the page as simple as possible

                           *   Make your title short and distinctive 

                           *   If possible, choose a title that alludes to your 

                                theme or “high concept”

                           *   UPPERCASE your title, but keep it in the same

                                point size as the rest of your script

                           *   Put your name beneath the title

                           *   If writing with a partner, use “&” in place of

                                “and”

                           *   Put “contact” information in the lower right-

                                hand corner of the page

           Don’t:     *   Illustrate your cover

                          *   Put your title in a fancy type font

                          *   Say “An Original Screenplay”

                          *   Include a “tag line”

                          *   Indicate that the script is “based on” another work if that other

                               work is your own

                          *   Indicate that this is a “First Draft”,  “Final Draft” or any other draft

                          *   Put a copyright notice or otherwise date your script

                       *   Include a  WGA registration number

The following is a sample title page:

THE MILLION DOLLAR SPEC
By

Your Name Here

1234 Easy Street

Hollywood, CA  90001

Tel:  213-555-5555

e-mail:   Superguy@zipmail.com
Page Length

             Do:    *   Bring your action or dramatic script in at between 110-120

                            Pages

                        *  Bring your comedy or romantic comedy screenplay in at

                            between 100-110 pages

          Don’t:    *   Let your screenplay run over 125 pages

                         *   Bring your screenplay in under 90 pages

GENERAL FORMATTING RULES

             Do:     *   Have 1” margins on the top, bottom, and right-hand side

                              of  each page

                        *   Have a 1-1/4” margin on the left-hand side of each page to 

                             accommodate binding

                        *  Start all character names at a point slightly left of center

                        *   Set any “parentheticals” below the character slug, starting 

                             at a point about ½” to the left

                        *   Dialogue should begin at a point about 1-1/2” inches from

                             your right-hand margin and appear centered on the page

                        *   Use the 12-point “Courier” or “Courier New” font throughout

                             your script

                        *   Single-space all description and dialogue

                        *   Double-space between script elements (You can triple space

                             between scenes if desired)

                         *   Underline words in dialogue and description for emphasis

                         *   Justify all description and dialogue flush left, leaving “ragged

                              right” edges

                         *   Put the number of each page in the upper right-hand corner

                              followed by a period  ( . )

             Don’t:   *   Have margins that are either too wide or too narrow

                           *   Leave excess white space at the bottom of a page

                           *   Allow a particularly long character name to  run excessively

                                far to the right

                           *   Make dialogue blocks excessively narrow or allow dialogue to 

                                run all the way to the right-hand margin

                           *   Write in 10-point type, use an alternate font as your standard, or 

                                insert custom fonts at any point in your script

                           *   Boldface or italicize unless absolutely necessary for clarity or 

                                dramatic effect

                           *   Fully justify either description or dialogue

                           *   Number your first page

                               *   Put scene numbers in your margins

                               *   Put “Page” next to your page number

SCENE SLUGS
In screenplays, “scene slugs” are used to establish location and time.

An interior (“INT.”) is any space that exists within four walls.  The inside of a vehicle, such as a car, a train, or an airplane, can be an INT.

An exterior (“EXT.”) is any space that exists outside four walls.  A vehicle cannot be an exterior location.  When outdoors, a vehicle is merely an object that exists within a larger space.

When slugging scenes:

                       Do:   *   UPPERCASE all slug elements

                                *   Begin all new locations with either the INT. or EXT. prefix

                                *   If your location contains several elements, slug biggest-to-

                                     smallest. 

                                     Examples:

                                     EXT.   NEW YORK CITY   -   CENTRAL PARK

                                     INT.   HOTEL   -   LOBBY

                                *   Separate scene slug elements with space-hyphen-space

                                *   Indicate time-of-day when establishing a new location.   Be simple  

                                     (DAY,  NIGHT,  DAWN,  SUNDOWN)

                                *   If your location is a vehicle exterior, first slug the overall location,

                                     then the vehicle

                                    Examples:
                                     EXT.   SKY -   AIRLINER  -   DAY

                                     EXT.   CITY STREET   -   POLICE CAR  -  NIGHT

                                 *   If your location is a vehicle interior, indicate the vehicle’s 

                                      state-of-motion in parentheses

                                      Examples:
                                      INT.  POLICE CAR   (PARKED)

                                      INT. AMBULANCE  (MOVING)

                                      INT. AIRLINER  -  PASSENGER CABIN  (AIRBORNE)

                                 *   If your time is not  the present, put the time/year in parentheses  

                                      at the end of the slug

                                      Examples:

                                      EXT.   KANSAS PLAINS  -  FARM  -  DAY  (1888)

                                      INT.  STARSHIP  -  BRIDGE  (24TH CENTURY)

                                      EXT.  ELM STREET  -  NIGHT  (10 YEARS AGO)

                                  *   If relevant, put the season in parentheses

                                       Examples:
                                       EXT. MOUNTAINSIDE  -  DAY ( WINTER )

                                       EXT.  VERMONT  -  COUNTRYSIDE  ( AUTUMN )

                                       EXT.  CHICAGE  - LAKEFRONT  (SUMMER )

                                  *   If your scene is a flashback, dream or fantasy, indicate this in

                                       parentheses at the end of the slug

                                       Examples:
                                       INT.  KITCHEN – DAY  (FLASHBACK)

                                       EXT.  FOREST CLEARING  -  NIGHT  (DREAM)

                                   *   If  you’re jumping back from a flashback, dream or fantasy,

                                        slug your scene (REALITY ),  (PRESENT) or  (REAL TIME)

                                   *   Use LATER as a stand-alone scene slug when jumping forward 

                                        in time within a single location

                      Don’t:   *   BOLDFACE, underline, or otherwise over-emphasize your 

                                         scene slug

                                    *   Use the INT.  or  EXT. prefix when moving to a new part of a 

                                         previously established location

                                    *   Include prepositions

                                          Example:

                                           Wrong:   INT.  BEDROOM OF MARSHALL’S HOUSE

                                           Right:   INT.  MARSHALL’S HOUSE  -   BEDROOM

                                     *   Include redundancies like EXT.  OUTSIDE, INT. INSIDE,  

                                          or  EXT. IN FRONT OF

                                     *   Time slug a scene if the time-of-day hasn’t changed from the 

                                          previous scene

                                     *   Give a specific time of day unless such information is

                                          relevant to your story

                                     *   Time-slug a scene SAME TIME, CONTINUOUS, or LATER

                                     *   Include camera angles or moves like CLOSE-UP, WIDE 

                                          ANGLE, CRANE SHOT, etc.

DESCRIPTION

Every scene slug must be followed by some description, no matter how brief.  Description is used to denote action, introduce characters, and convey specific cinematic imagery.

When writing action/description:

                           Do:  *  Single space

                                   *  Write in the active present tense

                                   *  Use language that is terse but vivid

                                   *  Use descriptive verbs in place of adverbs

                                   *  Keep descriptive blocks at four lines or less

                                   *  As action gets more intense, make your

                                       sentence and descriptive blocks shorter

                                   *  For intense action, try “bullet sentences”

                                       or “stacking”  short sentences one atop the 




   other (Write “down the page”)

     

           *  Use character names or objects as scene slugs

 


   to help focus the action

  

           *  Use language to suggest camera moves and




   angles



           *  Use phrases like “The hero sees….”  “The sign




   reads….”  Or  “The note says….” in place of




   P.O.V. or CLOSE-UP commands



           *  UPPERCASE key action words for emphasis



           *  “Detail” your description with specific



                references or technical terminology



           *   Underline names of publications, movies, TV

  

                shows, and other titles



           *   Use SUPER: -- on a separate line – for titles




    and other superimposed materials



           *   End every page on a complete sentence 



           *   Use proper grammar, spelling and punctuation

                       Don’t:  *   Write in the progressive tense (“-ing”)



            *   Heavily rely on the verb “to be”




*   “Direct” your script by including specific camera 




      angles, moves, effects, etc.




*    Refer to the reader directly  with phrases like “We

                                          see….”,  “We hear….”  or  “We understand….”




*   “Play art director” by detailing each location  

             *   Describe generic location like courtrooms, police 

                  stations, airline terminals, etc.

             *   “Block” your scene


 *   Include minor physical “business”


 *   Repeatedly begin sentences with the same


      character name or pronoun


 *   Begin a new scene with a pronoun


 *   Begin a new descriptive block with a pronoun


      unless referring to the character who just spoke 


  *   Follow a scene slug with language that includes words   


       from that slug


  *   Drop articles from your sentences


  *   Make your description either too complex or too brief

              *   Call for specific music unless such music is germane

                   to your story


  *   Call for a MAIN TITLE & CREDIT sequence


  *   End a line with an abbreviation that ends with a  


       period (“Dr.”,  “Mr.”,  “Mrs.”,  etc.)


  *   Put ( CONTINUES ) at the tops and bottoms of


       pages when a scene jumps from page to  page 


  *   Let sentences run from one page to another

                                      *   Uppercase common nouns

                                      *   Describe a character’s inner thoughts, feelings,

                                           intents, or other “subtext”

                                      *   Explain the “meaning” of a character’s action

MONTAGE vs. SERIES OF SHOTS

                                      Montage  -  A blending of related moments, often

                                                         involving multiple images and other optical 

                                                          tricks

                                      Series of Shots – A collection of short action scenes, 

                                                          usually used to compress time and reveal 

                                                          a  process

                                      Format:

                                      SERIES OF SHOTS:

                                      LOCATION -  Describe action

                                      LOCATION -  Describe action

                                      LOCATION -  Describe action 

                                      LOCATION -  Describe action

When introducing characters:

                            Do:    *  UPPERCASE the character’s name

                                      *  Indicate an age range (perhaps in parentheses)

                                      *  Indicate the character’s role, title, or relationship to an 

                                          established character

                                      *  Briefly describe the kind of person this character is in

                                          terms of appearance, behavior, and temperament

                                      *  Choose a name that is distinctive, memorable and

                                          perhaps even descriptive

                        Don’t:    *  Give detailed description of the character’s appearance

                                      *  Describe this person in terms of a current star

                                      *  Include biographical or background information 

                                      *  UPPERCASE the character’s name at any time after his/her

                                          introduction

                                      *  Have multiple characters whose names begin with the same

                                          first letter or otherwise look similar at first glance

DIALOGUE
Readers tend to focus on dialogue more than any other part of a screenplay, so write it well.

When writing dialogue:

                          Do:   *  Single space all dialogue

                                   *  Put dialogue blocks directly below the character slug

                                   *  Write all dialogue in solid blocks

                                   *  Break up long speeches with action

                                   *  Make dialogue specific to each character

                                   *  If jumping dialogue from one page to another, end on a 

                                       complete sentence, center (MORE) beneath the

                                       dialogue block, then add (CONT’D) to the character slug 

                                       at the top of the following page

                                   *  Underline specific words you want emphasized

                                   *  UPPERCASE words you want shouted

                                   *  Keep character names consistent between description and

                                       dialogue slugs

                                   *  When multiple characters are present, insert a “directive

                                       parenthetical” under the speaker’s name to indicate to whom 

                                       a piece of dialogue is directed

                                   *  Use a “directive parenthetical” to indicate a line reading that

                                       requires a specific emotional content or is counter-intuitive

                                   *  Add (V.O.) to character slug for “Voice-Over”, (O.S.) for

                                       “Off-Screen”

                                   *  Use CHARACTER’S VOICE when indicating a phone voice,

                                       voice over an intercom or answering machine, or a voice on 

                                       the radio

                                   *  Add (ON  TV) if a character is on television

                                   *  Write non-translated foreign dialogue in italics

                                   *  Write translated foreign dialogue in English, in quotes;

                                        indicate the actual language spoken as a directive 

                                        parenthetical

                                   *  Use (singing) as a directive parenthetical for lyrics that are

                                       meant to be sung

                                   *  Put poetry and song lyrics in quotes;  write in actual

                                       stanzas

                                   *  Write out numbers, except for years

                                   *  Use two dashes  ( -- ) to indicate interrupted dialogue

                                   *  Use an ellipsis  ( … ) to indicate an incomplete thought

                                   *  Use (beat) or (pause) as transitions between radically

                                       different trains of thought or for comic effect

                                   *  Put (beat) and (pause) on their own lines, like normal

                                       directive parentheticals

                                    *  Add (simultaneous) to dialogue designed to overlap

                                        the previous character’s speech

                                    *  Add (on phone) as a directive parenthetical when a 

                                        character is talking on the telephone

                       Don’t:  *  Break long speeches into paragraphs

                                     *  Write in thick dialect

                                     *  Describe dialogue instead of writing it    

                                     *  Add (continuing) or (cont’d) to a character slug when

                                         resuming dialogue following description

                                     *  Overuse directive parentheticals

                                     *  Use numerals

                                     *  Use ellipses to indicate pauses or join otherwise

                                         complete sentences 

                                     *  Use (beat) or (pause) merely to control speech 

                                         patterns

                                     *  Let a line of dialogue jump from one page to another 

                                     *  Write simultaneous dialogue side-by-side

                                     *  Put long action directions in dialogue blocks

Formatting Telephone Conversations:

                                      *  Establish your first location

                                      *  Give Character #1 some dialogue

                                      *  Establish your second location

                                      *  Give Character #2 some dialogue

                                      *  Insert the slug, INTERCUT AS NEEDED

                                      *  Continue to write the scene as if all the action was

                                          taking place in a single location

                                      *  When the conversation is over, slug END INTERCUT

                                      *  If necessary, continue the scene in either location

SCENE TRANSITIONS

Use them sparingly.  In most cases, the choice of optical transitions is up to the director.  However, you sometimes want to use them for dramatic effect.

FADE IN: -  Literally, to fade from black onto  a scene.   It should be the first line in your screenplay, and it’s the only scene transition  that goes flush left.  All others go flush right.

CUT TO: -  A simple edit from one scene to the next.  Use when jumping across vast distance of time or space, to separate scenes of radically different moods, or to separate “Acts”.  Do not use CUT TO:  to simply transition from one scene to another.

SLAM CUT TO:  -  Essentially, the same as a conventional CUT TO:.  It’s often used to cut into the midst of action, such as screaming tires, a gunshot, a fist in the face, an explosion, etc.

MATCH CUT TO:  - Describes a cut that “matches” a specific image in one location to an identical or similar image in another.  (Example: A CLOSE-UP of a man’s watch MATCH CUT to a shot of  a clock in a train terminal.)

DISSOLVE TO:  -  Describes one scene fading out while another fades in.  (Also called a LAP DISSOLVE.) Use to convey the passage of time, or to transition between reality and dream/fantasy/flashback sequences.

WIPE TO:  -  Describes a “sweeping motion”  - right to left or left to right  -  in which one scene replaces another.  An antiquated technique, it’s used today principally to recall classic adventure serials and similar films of “Old Hollywood”.

SPLIT SCREEN:  -  Putting two separate images on the screen, one nest to the other.  Popular during the 1960’s, it’s less in favor today.  Normally used to show two sides of a phone conversation or other parallel action.

IRIS IN:/IRIS OUT:  -  Moving in and out of a scene via a shrinking or expanding dot.  Also antiquated.  Tends to recall silent movies, whose makers created the effect by literally opening and closing the camera’s iris.

SOME SUGGESTIONS ABOUT CONTENT

A strong first page is essential.  Readers will often form preliminary judgments about your script’s overall quality based on this initial impression.

When opening your screenplay:

                                      Do:  *   Open with FADE IN:

                                              *   Open on an unusual location, image or action



          *   Keep description simple but alluring




          *   Establish your genre (comedy, action, sci-fi, etc.)




          *   Have some dialogue;  make it interesting



                      *   Have lots of white space on the page

                                  Don’t   *   Put your title at the top of the page




           *   Write large, thick blocks of action




           *   Open on dramatic stasis



           *   Write lots of description or detail

Likewise, a strong final page can make the difference between a sale and a pass.   It’s often said that people remember the first lines of books and the last lines of movies, so make your final line/image a memorable one.

When ending your screenplay:

                                    Do:   *   Try to end with a clever “punch line” or

                                                  image that ties everything up

                                             *   End with a joke, a “reveal”, a “conceal” 

                                                  or some other “button”.




         *   Keep any final SUPER’s short and sweet

                                Don’t:   *   Simply let your movie “stop”




          *  Have long final SUPER’s with multiple




              paragraphs




          *  Resort to clichés like long PULL BACKS

                                                  or romantic clinches.

FIANALLY…
The final word in your screenplay should be FADE OUT:, not –

The End
Khris Baxter

khrisbaxter@gmail.com

