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INTRODUCTION

Many people have “great” ideas for a movie. But a creative idea by itself without proper
execution and story structure will not produce a good movie. The movies you remember, the
ones that stay with you for a lifetime, are the ones that contain a powerful message and a strong
story line.

How do you create a powerful story? The key lies in the initial planning stages. You must be
clear about your theme, genre, message, plot, characters and their desire lines. You should know
the beginning, middle and end of your story before you begin to write it. Outline the movie in
the form of a synopsis or treatment that is one to 4 pages. It will not only help you streamline
your ideas but it will also keep you organized and focused so you do not meander in a direction
that does not serve your movie.

When you first get started, it’s always a good idea to download sample scripts of successful
movies in your genre. You will get up to speed on how to write a successful screenplay. Pay
attention to how they chose to move the plot along, the scene headings, the exposition, character
movement, camera angles, etc. Also watch as many successful box office hits or critic’s picks as
you can. Pay special attention to each shot - even the small details, including the rhythm of the
film, the subtle movement of characters and choice of camera angles - so you can model them.

CHOOSING YOUR PLOT

The 20 Basic Plots

There are 20 basic plots. Some would argue that there are 37 but they are really variations of
these 20 plots. You can combine different plots and create sub plots for your story. Once you pick
a plot, make sure everything that happens - every action, every statement and every scene -
moves your plot along.

Quest
Adventure
Pursuit

Rescue

Escape
Revenge
Riddle

Rivalry

9. Underdog

10. Temptation

11. Metamorphosis
12. Transformation
13. Maturation

14. Love
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15. Forbidden Love
16. Sacrifice

17. Discovery

18. Wretched Excess
19. Ascension

20. Descension

The 7 Archetype Plots

There are 7 Archetype Plots that do very well at the box office.

1.

Quest:
The protagonist searches for a far off goal

. Voyage and Return:

The hero is transported to another world and back again.

. Rebirth:

The protagonist must be released from a dark spell (either internal or external). This type
of plot taps into unresolved issues in the character’s psyche.

. Comedy:

Characters are thrown into confusion or darkness and the only way they can resolve their
situation is for the conflicting forces to play themselves out to their extremes.

. Tragedy:

The protagonist goes through a series of actions or decisions which ultimately bring
about his own downfall.

Rags to Riches:
The hero goes from poor to rich or unknown to famous rapidly and experiences a reversal
in fortune.

. Overcoming Monster or Evil Force:

This is the classic good vs. evil plot where the hero must overcome a dark evil creature or
person who is exerting a destructive force on people or places.

Write down 3 plot lines that are most appealing to you and then focus on one for your first
story.

1.

2.




CHOOSING YOUR GENRE

In order to deliver what you promise to the audience, pick a genre for your film and stick to the
conventions of that genre. Here is a list of genres.

Comedy

Love Story

Crime Story
Action/Adventure
Social Drama
Modern Epic
Redemption Plot
Historical Drama
Education Plot
Punitive Plot
Testing Plot (willpower vs. temptation)
Disillusionment Plot
Art Film

Horror Film

Fantasy

Western

War

Coming of Age/Maturation Plot
Biography
Autobiography
Docu-Drama
Mockumentary
Sports

Animation

Musical

Science Fiction
Film Noir

Write down 3 genres that are most appealing to you and then focus on one for your first
story.

1.

2.




CHOOSING YOUR THEME

Pick a unifying theme for your movie. Below are examples of themes.

Afterlife
Authority
Compassion
Empowerment
Faith
Forgiveness
Grace

Justice
Pilgrimage
Omniscience
Revenge
Transformation
Truth

Wrongly Accused

Write down 3 themes that are most appealing to you and then focus on one for your first
story.

1.

2.

3.

Write down 3 story ideas that fit within your chosen genre. Keep it short and simple.

1.




Basic Rules of Screenwriting

1. All rules are rules of thumb.

2. Open strong. Hook them within the first 5 pages so they become totally engrossed in your
story. Peak their interest to the point where they become invested in the film and they need to
know what is going to happen next and how it will resolve itself.

3. You must have conflict and struggle.

4. Characters must have a desire line: what do they want and what will they do to get it.

5. Continue to raise the stakes throughout the story, putting the character more at risk in getting
what he or she wants at each stage - building in intensity right up to the climax.

6. Make sure the hero/protagonist never gets what he/she wants just by luck. They must make
their own luck. The antagonist/villain can get lucky but not the hero. Victory must be the
result of transcending some limitation.

7. Leave some things to your audience’s imagination. Draw them into the story and the world
you create. Get them to imagine what it’s like to be in the problem your character has to
solve so that they experience their sweat and victory.

8. Show and tell. Never just tell.

9. Life is never an excuse for art and just because someone actually said something or did

something in real life doesn’t mean it will be entertaining on the big screen. If your story is
based on a real life event, you must still make it interesting and apply the basic rules of plot.

Character Development

Protagonist or Hero

Write down the name and main characteristics of your protagonist: the hero of your story. What
is their age, sex, relationship status, education, employment, socio-economic background? Do
they have any family or close friends? Do they have any character flaws? Be creative.




What is their backstory? In other words, what has happened to them in the past that has made
them into the kind of person they are today?

Remember not to use cliche characters. Circle the characteristics that lend themselves to cookie-
cutter type characters and play with these characteristics in your head, turning them inside out
and upside down. Be creative and step outside the box. See if your new ideas add a new
dimension to your character and story line. If not, revise again. This is a key step to writing
memorable characters that capture an audience’s attention. When you are satisfied, re-write your
character description. Play with your characters’ names and see if they need to be changed now.

Desire Line

Write down the object of desire for your hero. What do they want? What is it that drives this
story along? Why is this so important to them? What problem do they face?

Antagonist/Villain

Write down the name and main characteristics of your antagonist: the villain in your story.




What is their backstory? In other words, what has happened to them in the past that has made
them into the villainous character they have become?

Notice if your character is cliche in any way. Circle the characteristics that lend themselves to
cookie-cutter type characters and re-write them.

Desire Line

Write down the desire line of your villain, which must be add odds with your hero. What
motivates your villain to work against your hero? On a deeper level, do they share any of the
same desires? Is there a way to reconcile them? If yes, write down how. If not, write down why.

Supporting Characters

Write down the names and main characteristics of any supporting characters.




Always Be Prepared

When you make a commitment to take your life to the next level and follow through on a daily
basis, you will be pleasantly surprised at what shows up to help you get there. You never know
where it will happen, when it will happen or who you will meet on the journey so always be
prepared. Even if you are not finished with your script or movie, you may still meet someone
who can help you now or in the future so you must have a pitch that sells someone on the idea.

Elevator Pitch

Most people are very wordy when they describe something. You need to distinguish yourself
from them. Practice cutting to the chase. Very successful people only listen to people who can
cut to the chase. Why? Because it shows that you are well-versed and talented, you do your
homework and you respect their time. Be succinct, clear and dynamic because they are probably
very busy and have a lot on their mind just like you. Make sure your idea is ripe for the plucking.
You want it to be so juicy that they’d be crazy not to bite.

You also want to get straight to the point when you find the right person because successful
people in this industry are busy and inundated with talent. You will need an elevator pitch, which
is 30 seconds or less. It’s called an elevator pitch because that’s all the time you have if you jump
into the same elevator as someone who can make your dreams come true before the door opens
on their floor and they walk out of your life forever. You want to hook them and book them. Give
them the golden key to their future as well as yours so that when they walk out onto their floor,
they invite you with them and into their office.

How do you do that? You get organized now. You must practice until it’s perfect. Always be
prepared to make your pitch - anywhere and anytime. Have a website with your credentials and
video clips to wow them so you can point them to it if they’re interested. Also have business
cards on hand at all times so you can give them to the right people. Don’t forget to ask them for
their business cards too. If they give it to you, send them a follow up email right away telling
them it was a pleasure meeting them so you establish a friendly connection.



Streamlining Your Story Using the 5 P’s

5 P’s = Plan — Page — Paragraph — Pitch — Punch

Get used to writing, editing, re-writing, re-writing and re-writing. Even when you finish your
screenplay, you will be asked to edit it again when it goes into production. You will also be
editing on the set if you discover (i) something just isn’t working, (ii) changes are needed
because of circumstances, budget constraints, time constraints, an actor’s ability to effectively
deliver the lines or desired action, (iii) you discover there’s a better way to say or do something,
or (iv) you get additional creative ideas as the filming takes place and the actors step into their
roles.

Now you are going to streamline your story using the 5P’s. You will start off with a plan, then
reduce it to a page, then to a paragraph, then to a pitch and finally to a punch. Spend some
quality time working through the next exercises because it will polish your writing skills and
take you to the next level. The more you write, the better you get at it. While it may start off
painstakingly slow at times, once you get enough experience and confidence, you’ll get the hang
of it and write very quickly. In fact, you will find yourself creating masterpieces in your mind at
the oddest times. That’s why as a writer or creative artist, you should always carry a notepad
(either the old-fashioned kind or use the notepad on a smart phone) to jot down your ideas.

Plan

Write down your story ideas and how you plan on implementing them within the context of the
story line structure and plot taught in this course. Don’t worry about how long it is right now.
Write down whatever comes to mind without editing this first time around. You can use bullet
points or short easy to read paragraphs so you can use it as a reference guide in the future. It will
help you stay organized, focused and on track.
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Go back and read what you wrote. Place a star next to or hi-lite the ideas that seem most
appealing to you. Jot them down here in bullet point form as notes to yourself.
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Narrow your focus by jotting down the ideas that can be woven into a workable plot.
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Write down the inciting incident of your story. How will you hook your audience?

Is there anything cliche about it? Has it been done before? If so, how can you make it different?
Rewrite it.

Write down three increasingly more difficult obstacles your main character must overcome.

1.
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Read your obstacles and see if there is anything cliche about it. Has it been done before? If so,
can you make it different? Re-write them again, this time focusing on how the character is more
at risk each time he encounters the next obstacle. Jot down how the stakes are raised and why
she or he is reaching a point of no return.

1.

Write down the climax of the story.

Write down the resolution of your story.
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Page

It’s time to get focused and get your ideas down to one page. It’s called a synopsis or an
executive summary because that’s all most people have time to read. Rewrite and rewrite it so
it’s zippy and captures people’s attention. Read it to friends and family to get their feedback and
incorporate only what feels right to you because it is, after all, your creative baby. Make sure
you’re sold on the idea as well. Once it’s perfect, save it. You may use this as an executive
summary or part of a treatment.

Write your 1 page synopsis of your story here.
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Read through it and edit your ideas. Rewrite it again, this time using a thesaurus by your side to
make it zippy and fun to read.
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Paragraph
Now you need to get it down to one short simple paragraph. Condense your ideas. Write and
rewrite until you get to the heart of the matter, high-lighting the most important points. Make

sure it’s witty and zippy.

Write your paragraph here.

Re-write your paragraph here so it is more concise and to the point.
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Pitch

Now it’s time to get that paragraph down to a 30 second pitch. It should be 2 to 3 short pithy
sentences. Make sure it’s crystal clear and appealing to the ear. Be sure to capture your genre. If
it’s a comedy, make sure you will get a laugh with your pitch. If it’s a drama, make sure you
evoke the emotion you’re shooting for.

Write your pitch here.

Re-write your pitch here so it is more concise and to the point.

Re-write your pitch again so it’s even better. Get to the point and make sure every word counts.
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Punch

Reduce it to 1 sentence or a phrase that conveys the concept clearly. This will be your punch: the
one that hits someone right between the eyes so you get their attention. The punch hooks your
audience. The industry term is log line (what you find on the back of a DVD or movie trailer so
you watch it). If you can do this, you will be way ahead of the game. Spend some time reading
the log lines of blockbuster hits and the critic’s picks so you get the feel of log lines that work.

Write your log line here.

Re-write your log line here so it is more concise and to the point.

Re-write your log line again so it’s even better. Make it short, witty and catchy.

Write 3 working titles for your story that will compliment the log line.

1.

2.

3.

Choose the best one and write it down here.
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Continue to revise your log line throughout this course. As you become more focused and
immersed in your project, you may discover a new and exciting way to pitch your story - one
that is so juicy that the listener/reader would be crazy not to bite.

Be clear, concise, focused and professional. Rehearse it over and over again until it is ingrained
in your memory and you can call upon it at any time. If someone asks, “What is your movie
about?” Be able to deliver a powerful log line and pitch right on the spot without stuttering.

Gage people’s reactions. You may find that you have nailed it on the head or you may find that
you are not eliciting the desired response. If it’s the latter, it’s time to take another look at it and
do another re-write.

Practice your pitch everywhere you go: in the shower, in the car, on the subway, in the

supermarket. Practice aloud and go over it again and again in your mind so that it just naturally
rolls off your tongue and makes their jaw drop open.

Kudos to You!
Congratulations! You are miles ahead of most people who want to make a movie! You now have
structure to your story line and a short concise and witty way to convey the idea to the people

who count.

Once you have laser beam focus like this, you will be able to write your full length story
effortlessly and come up with creative and entertaining ways to convey it.
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