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THE INDUSTRY STANDARD

A poorly formatted screenplay can end your screenwriting
career before it begins.
Nobody is going to read a script that doesn’t adhere to the industry standard.
Why should an executive spend time on you, when you didn’t spend the time to
write a correct screenplay? The answer is, they shouldn’t. If you want your
screenplay to get into the hands of someone that matters, you need to make sure
it is properly formatted. Follow this guide and formatting will never be an issue
for you.
The guide covers the following:
• Common Mistakes
• Title pages
• Scene headers
• Descriptions & Actions
• Characters
• Dialogue
• Transitions
• Craft
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COMMON MISTAKES

Bad formatting can ruin an otherwise great story. It’s distracting and
unprofessional. Most aspiring screenwriters seem to be making the same
mistakes.

TOP 8 FORMATTING MISTAKES:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Screenplay length (too long or too short)
Incorrect scene header use
Too many transitions
Long descriptions
Revealing the “state of mind” or “feelings” of characters
Dialogue formatted as action
Action formatted as parenthesis
Prose-like writing

Avoid doing these eight things in your screenplay and you will already be ahead
of most.
And if you are reading the above list and have no idea what I’m talking about, that’s
okay too. You’ve come to the right place! Let’s get onto the basics.
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FORMATTING BASICS

Before we get into the details of formatting there are a few very basic things you
will need to know. I’ve listed them below:

FONT
All screenplays must be written in “courier” or “courier new”.

PAGE NUMBERS
All screenplays must have page numbers. They begin after the title page at “1”.
Your title page has no number. Therefore, technically, the second page of your
document (and the first page of your screenplay) should be page 1.

TITLE PAGE
Every screenplay must have one.
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TITLE PAGE
Your title page must include three crucial pieces of information: the title of your
screenplay, your name and your contact information. If the screenplay is based on
a novel, you are welcome to add that as well. It should look EXACTLY like this:

SCREENPLAY TITLE
By
Your Name
Based on
“Novel Name Here”

youremail@gmail.com
(123) 456–8765
© 2018
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SCENE HEADERS
A scene header is an all caps description of where and when a scene is taking place.
It is necessary to have a scene header above every new scene in your screenplay. A
new header is needed every time the location of time of day changes.
A header is made up of 3 Elements:
1. Does the scene happen inside (INT.) or outside (EXT.)?
2. What is the location?
3. What is the time of day?
Be specific when writing the location of scene headers. “Joe’s house” is not one
location. It is many. A house (or any building) is made up of many rooms. Each time
we enter a new room, we need a new scene header.
That being said, don’t go overboard. We don’t need to know the town, street,
country and planet. Just tell us what’s important. The same goes for the time of
day. Usually a simple “DAY” or “NIGHT” is fine. Try to stick to those unless it’s
important that it is a very specific time of day.
Here is an example of what a scene header should look like:

There are also many things that do not belong in headers like…
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Seasons, the weather, the day of the week, months, actions, descriptions,
emotional states, dialogue…etc.
EXAMPLES AND SOLUTIONS:
Here are some poorly written headers & how to fix them.
EXT. DRACONIAN COMES TO EARTH – DAY
WRONG: That is not a location. It’s an action
CORRECTION: EXT. EARTH – DAY
EXT. ALBANY, WESTERN AUSTRALIA – SUNSET – AUTUMN
WRONG: Autumn is a description.
CORRECTION: EXT. ALBANY, WESTERN AUSTRALIA – SUNSET
INT. JEWELRY STORE, NORTH WABASH, CHICAGO, MONDAY, LATE
AFTERNOON, EARLY JUNE
WRONG: Too much information! How much of this can we actually see?
CORRECTION: INT. JEWELRY STORE – DAY

DESCRIPTIONS & ACTIONS
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Actions and descriptions are used to describe what is going on in a scene. What are
the characters doing? What does the setting look like? What is the tone?
However, there are still restrictions. The general rule of thumb is only write what
you can see or hear. Any sound effect (CRASH, BANG…etc.) should be in all caps.
And don’t get too carried away. Paint the scene, but keep it brief. Break your
actions up into paragraphs (no longer that 4 – 5 lines).

COMMON DESCRIPTION MISTAKES:
DO NOT tell us what your characters are thinking or feeling.
DO NOT state things that are not obvious or apparent.
DO NOT go overboard with metaphors.
DO NOT tell us what characters are talking about. That’s dialogue.
TRY TO AVOID mentioned camera angles and anything else that could take us out
of the story.

CHARACTERS
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Characters are the flesh of your story. They are what will keep the reader engaged
and interested in your screenplay. Formatting characters is pretty easy. There are
only a few things to remember here.
1. All character names must be in all CAPS when introduced, after that you
can write them normally.
2. You should start a new paragraph every time you introduce a new
character.

DO’S & DON’Ts
DO give your characters a description and age when introducing them.
DO write their name in all caps when introduced (ex: “EDWARD”)
DON’T continue to do so for the rest of the screenplay (ex: “Edward”)
DON’T tell us “Jane is 25 but looks 50”. Describe them as we see them.
DO be consistent. Sure they can have nicknames, but stick to one name
in actions & dialogue headers.

DIALOGUE
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Dialogue is the voice of your story, spoken through the words of your characters. It
can be very powerful or completely unnecessary, depending on the situation.
Dialogue is formatted like this:

RULES OF DIALOGUE:
When writing dialogue, the character who is speaking is written first, in all caps, in
the middle of the page. Beneath that is the dialogue, written normally. Dialogue
tends to get confusing for some because there are so many variables.
Hopefully the chart on the next page will help.

TERM

DEFINITION
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EXAMPLE

Stands for “continued.” Occurs
(CONT’D)
when actions split up dialogue
See previous page
instead of another character.
Stands for “Off Screen” or “Off
MARY (O.S.)
(O.S) or (O.C.) Camera”. Occurs when the
character speaking is not seen I’m in here!
on screen.
(V.O.)

Parenthesis

Stands for “Voice Over.” Used
for narration and phone calls.
Used to describe how
someone is speaking if it’s not
obvious based on context.

MIKE (V.O.)
Once upon a time…
LYN
(sarcastic)
I love you too.

Need more detailed help? Check out this detailed explanation of dialogue format:
http://www.storysense.com/format/dialogue.htm
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TRANSITIONS
Transitions are elements that describe how we move from one scene to the next.
Usually, they are added to demonstrate a point.
You will never find them in between every single scene.
Most films will open with “FADE IN:” and end with “FADE OUT:” Otherwise,
transitions are a tricky element that is determined by the writer. Usually they are
used for comedic or dramatic effect.
DAVID
Trust me. We won’t find Betty.
CUT TO:
INT. SHACK – DAY
Betty is tied to a chair. David stands in front of her.
DAVID
Well, that was easy...

FADE IN: & FADE OUT:
Left aligned text that usually appears at the start and end of a screenplay.
CUT TO:
Right aligned text that is placed between scenes. Generally used to make a point.
Also used during action/chase sequences to show speed.
DISSOLVE TO:
Right aligned text that is placed between scenes. Typically used during flashbacks,
but overall rarely used as it’s become cliché.
INTERCUT:
Left aligned text placed within a scene. Used to cut between two people without
changing scene headers constantly (ex: phone calls). Used frequently.
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SCREENWRITING CRAFT
The craft of a screenplay is the manner in which it is written. If you have ever read
a novel and a screenplay you will notice that the style in which they are written is
very different. That’s because screenplays are designed to be read quickly and
efficiently (hence all this formatting stuff!)
Generally speaking you should use as few words as possible to explain your story.
Think of it like poetry. Every word counts. Everything you write should be directly
related to the story at hand.
THINGS TO AVOID
1. DO NOT write long and irrelevant descriptions.
2. DO NOT write anything we cannot see or hear.
3. DO NOT make your characters do things they wouldn’t do.
4. DO NOT start scenes early and end them before anything of interest happens.
5. DO NOT write huge chunks of expository dialogue.
6. DO NOT format your screenplay poorly!

Here is an example of GOOD craft (excerpt from Blue Valentine)

This is a perfect example of phenomenal craft. Look at how much information is
relayed in only a couple of short sentences. The imagery and actions are very
powerful.
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Now, imagine it was written like this:

The density of this is unnecessary and cluttered. Much of this information isn’t
needed. The difference between these two is huge.
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FINAL THOUGHTS
That’s it my friends. Hopefully this guide has helped you better understand how
to format a screenplay. It’s not rocket science, but it definitely takes some getting
used to. To wrap up this little guide, I’ll leave you with this:
AVOID AT ALL COSTS
What ever you do in your writing career, do not do any of the following:
DO NOT ADD UNECESSARY CHARACTERS.
DO NOT WRITE INCREDIBLE DESCRIPTIONS.
DO NOT MENTION CAMERA ANGLES OR ANYTHING SIMILAR
SCREENPLAYS TO READ
A great way to get better at writing screenplays is to read them. Here is a list of
excellent screenplays to help you get started:
PULP FICTION (Quentin Tarantino)
BLUE VALENTINE (Derek Cianfrance)
LITTLE MISS SUNSHINE (Michael Arndt)
MORE DETAILED FORMATTING GUIDE?
If you have more questions we don’t cover here (like formatting a phone
call…etc.), we suggest you check out Story Sense’s formatting guide
(http://www.storysense.com/format.htm). They go into a lot of detail and will be
able to help you.
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