
 

©SCRIPT SOCIETY 2019 
 

SCREENWRITING 
MENTORSHIP PROGRAM 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

THE IDEA 



 

©SCRIPT SOCIETY 2019 
 

And so it begins… 
 
Are you excited to get started? You should be! This eight-week program is going 
to guide you through all the steps you need to take to write a screenplay. Picture 
that. In two months you are going to have a screenplay to call your own! But, in 
order to get there, you need an idea. 
 
This week we are going to focus on developing an idea (whether you have one in 
mind or not). There are many elements that make up a good story. Drama. 
Conflict. Tension. Stakes. We’ll get into that all in good time. But first, we need to 
establish the bare bones of your idea. There are six elements we need to 
determine in order to sketch that out. They are: the time period, main conflict, 
protagonist, setting, theme and genre. Then, we are going to test you idea to see 
if it’s marketable.  
 
Once we have all that information, we are going to combine it into a “mock 
logline”. This will serve as your story guide going forward. Sound good? Let’s get 
to work.  
 

Kate Niemuller 
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THE PURPOSE OF A SCREENPLAY 

 
Before we get into the step-by-step process, let’s have a quick discussion about 
what a screenplay is. It seems obvious. A screenplay is a film on paper.  They are 
visual novels, designed for the big screen. But… they are not to be mistaken with 
other literary forms.  
 

 
Defining the purpose of a screenplay is important, as it allows us to understand 
how they should be written. They are not like novels. Novels are literary. They are 
written to be read. Screenplays are written to be seen. This means that even 
though you are writing a script, screenplays are actually visual mediums, rather 
than literary. 
 
So, what does that mean? 
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It means that that screenplays rely on actions, sounds and visuals to convey their 
story. Every written word must be transferable to the screen. This means no 
internal dialogue (something that many novels rely heavily upon). Instead of 
telling us what or how characters are thinking, in a screenplay we need to show 
this in actions and visuals. 
 
The second big difference between novels and screenplays is the length. There 
are no real guidelines for how short or long a novel can be. They can be 50 pages 
or a thousand. That is not the case with screenplays. For a feature film, from an 
un-established writer, it cannot be longer than 120 pages.  
 
This means that every word counts.  
 
I want you to remember this as you go through this program as this, more than 
anything, is the essence of screenwriting. Can you paint a picture in six words or 
less?  
 
That’s screenwriting.  
 
That’s a screenplay. 
 
And I’m going to teach you exactly how to do that. 
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STEP 1: TIME PERIOD 

 
From style to technology to setting, establishing the time period of your idea is an 
important step. A screenplay that follows a murder that takes place in the 1800s 
will play out very differently than one that happens in the 1980s.  
 
Choosing the time period is going to help establish the tone and visual style of 
your story. It’s going to paint an immediate picture in your mind of what the 
world your story takes place in looks like. This is going to help us to develop that 
idea, whether you have one in mind or not.  
 
Struggling to pick a time period? 
Take some time to think about your favourite films. What time periods do they 
happen in? How does that impact the story? Is it just stylistic or does it affect the 
plot?  
 
If that doesn’t help, we suggest checking out the “Idea Generator” that you 
received in our welcome email. Play around with that and get a sense of how the 
time period can impact an idea. Maybe one of the ideas generated will pique your 
interest! 
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STEP 2: CONFLICT 

 
This is typically where the seed of your idea is born as the conflict is the story. I 
like to phrase this in a way that is casual and conversational. You should be able 
to take any screenplay and reduce it down to:  
 
“This is a story about [insert conflict here].” 
 
And that’s what we’re going to do with your conflict. Here are some examples of 
classic films, reduced down to fit in this sentence.  
 
JAWS: This is a story about a great white shark who starts eating people.  
TITANIC: This is a story about a couple that falls in love on a sinking ship. 
MEMENTO: This is a story about a man searching for his wife’s killer.  

 
You cannot have a film without conflict. Below are the six main types of conflict 
present in films: 
 
 

PERSON VS. PERSON  
Person vs. Person is a story about two (or more) 
people with opposing goals, who will do anything to 
stop the other from succeeding.  
 
EXAMPLES: The Lion King (Simba vs. Scar), Silence of 
the Lambs (Clarice vs. Hannibal Lector), and James 
Bond (James Bond vs. Bond Villain). 
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PERSON VS. SELF  
In this type of conflict the protagonist’s internal 
conflict is the main conflict of the story. These 
stories are usually about life transitions (coming of 
age, mid-life crisis, addiction, psychological 
issues..etc).  
 

EXAMPLES: 127 Hours, Inside Out and Toy 
Story  
PERSON VS. NATURE  
In this type of conflict our protagonist must 
battle against the forces of Mother Nature.  
 
EXAMPLES: Wild, Castaway, The Day After 
Tomorrow. 
 

 
 
PERSON VS. SOCIETY  
In this type of conflict our protagonist is 
fighting against society as a whole. This can 
be anything from struggles with government, 
religion, war and so on.  
 
EXAMPLES: The Hunger Games, The Help, 
Jerry Maguire, and Ratatouille 
 
 
PERSON VS. TECHNOLOGY  
In this type of conflict our protagonist has an 
issue with technology (or “the machine”), 
that they must stop or overcome. 
 
EXAMPLES: The Terminator, Steve Jobs, and 
The Matrix. 
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PERSON VS. SUPERNATURAL  
In this type of conflict our protagonist is up 
against something supernatural. This can be 
anything from ghosts, to aliens, to monsters!  
 
EXAMPLES: Alien, E.T., The Sixth Sense, 
Jurrassic Park, and Avatar.  
 
 

STEP 3: THE PROTAGONIST 
 

Next we are going to establish a very, very, basic idea of who your protagonist is 
(we’ll go into more detail about who they are next week). All we are going to do 
this week is assign them an attribute and decide their general age, gender and 
occupation.  
 
EXAMPLES:  

• A quirky lawyer in his 40s 
• A crazy C.E.O in her 30s 
• An energetic tattoo artist in his 60s 
• A cunning child genius 

 
We are doing this in order to get a sense of the “who” of your idea. Your conflict has to happen 
to someone. Age and gender are easy to choose, and an occupation may come naturally 
depending on the nature of your conflict.  
 
It’s the attribute that I really want you to focus on. That is the beginning of what will make your 
protagonist interesting. It is going to impact how they decide to resolve the conflict they’ve 
been faced with.  
 
When choosing that word I want you to try to avoid using generic words like: good, bad, kind, 
mean…etc. Try to come up with something that is more specific and interesting. A “bad” C.E.O. 
doesn’t sound nearly as interesting as a “crazy” one. Why? Because “crazy” is a more specific 
type of bad.  
 
This process might be frustrating. Pin pointing one word that describes your protagonist-to-be 
can be hard. But, that’s the art of screenwriting: expressing a lot in as few words as possible.  
 
Ultimately, that one word is going to shape your screenplay.  
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STEP 4: THE LOCATION  
 
This step will also be vague for the time being (again, we will go into more detail 
next week). Right now, all I want you to do is figure out the general location of 
your story. Narrow it down as much as you can. For example, if your story takes 
place in a city, specify which one. But don’t feel the need to write about it in great 
detail. We are looking for a few words at this point.  
 
Our general rule of thumb (depending on the scope of your idea), is to pick a 
country and a town/city within it. If your story takes place in a made up world, 
simply write that down (and give it a name).  
 
Some examples of general locations would be: 

• Illinois Farm 
• Miami Suburbs 
• Russian Forrest 
• Planet Xon 
• Outer space 
• The Pacific Ocean 

 
If your idea’s location is very specific, feel free to narrow it down even more: 

• Mom’s Basement 
• Suburban High school 
• Baltic Sea Fishing Boat 
• Chinese Spaceship 
• Oval Office 
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• Downtown Skating Rink 
 
As always, keep everything you’ve come up with so far in mind. This will probably 
help you figure out the general location of your story (if you don’t already have 
something in mind!). 

 
 

 
 

STEP 5: THEME 
 
Next, we are going to take the elements you’ve come up with and develop a 
theme for your story. The theme is the message you want your film to impart on 
the audience. Themes are hard, but important.  
 
They give our stories depth and meaning. So, take a look at your conflict and think 
about how your protagonist will approach it, and what message they may leave 
the viewer with. 

 
Some examples of themes might be: 

• The past can’t be forgotten 
• Money can’t fix all your problems 
• There’s nothing a mother won’t do for her children 
• Anyone can be a superhero 

 
If you are struggling with this, I suggest you start vague. Look at your idea and try 
to paint a very broad theme across it: love, family, crime…etc.  
 
From there, specify that theme further and further until you have a definite 
theme. Don’t worry if it’s not coming to you in great detail right now. Once we 
develop your characters next week it will be easier to define this. All we want to 
do right now is get a basic sense of it.  
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STEP 6: GENRE 
 
By this point in the process you should have a pretty good idea of what your 
screenplay is going to be about. Exciting, isn’t it? But before we write that “mock 
logline” there are two more things we need to find out: Genre and Target 
Audience. 
 
Both of these are going to impact your story and how your write it.  
 
All good screenwriters have the common sense to figure their genre out before 
they start writing. Chances are, you already know what kind of screenplay you 
want to write, but just in case you don’t, here are the options.  Feel free to 
combine them into “hybrids”. 
 
 
 
 
Target audience is a bit more elusive, but just as important. This is how we are 
going to make sure that your story is marketable. You’re going to have to do a 
little research here. Look at t 

 
 

 
 
 
 

FILM GENRES 
 

Drama   Comedy  Action   Adventure 
 
Crime   War   Horror   Science Fiction 
 
Fantasy  Western  Musical  Epics/Historical

         

FILM SUB-GENRES 
 

Biographical  “Chick” Flicks  Mystery/Detective Disaster 
 
Film Noir  Bromance  Melodramas  Road Films 
 
Romance  Sports   Superheroes  Supernatural 
 
Thriller/Suspense Monster  Courtroom  Children 
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Note: Don’t worry if your idea doesn’t fit into any “sub-genre”. It doesn’t have to.  
 
 

 
 

STEP 7: MOCK LOGLINE 
 
 
In our final step, I want you to write up 3 – 5 mock loglines. They should all 
present different ideas. We’re going to take everything we’ve established this 
week and condense it into one, single sentence that reads like this: 

 
In the year [year], a [character attribute][character job][conflict] [location]. 

 
The reason I want you to write 3 – 5 is so that we can choose the idea that is most 
marketable. This is very important to the success of your screenplay. Timing is 
everything! 
 
EXAMPLES: 
In the year 1990, an immature house wife runs for mayor in a small, rural town. 
In the year 2060, a selfish child genius sells illegal substances at a tropical resort. 
In the year 1970, a noble welder murders a man in a submarine.  
In the year 2010, a homeless actress finds a trap door on a mountain.  
 
Once you complete that, submit your mock loglines. Congratulations! You’ve 
completed Week 1! 
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