
how not to write a screenplay
How not to write a screenplay is a crucial topic for aspiring screenwriters who wish to
navigate the complex world of storytelling in film. While it may seem counterintuitive to
focus on the negative aspects of screenplay writing, understanding what pitfalls to avoid
can be as enlightening as learning the best practices. This article will delve into common
mistakes and misconceptions that plague new writers, offering insights into how to steer
clear of them.

Understanding Screenplay Structure

A solid understanding of screenplay structure is essential for any writer. However, many
new writers fall into the trap of neglecting this aspect, resulting in disorganized and
unengaging scripts.

Ignoring the Three-Act Structure

One of the most fundamental mistakes is ignoring the three-act structure, which provides a
framework for storytelling. Failing to adhere to this structure can lead to a lack of
coherence in the narrative.

- Act One: Setup - Introduces characters, setting, and the central conflict.
- Act Two: Confrontation - Develops the conflict, leading to a climax.
- Act Three: Resolution - Resolves the conflict and ties up loose ends.

By neglecting this structure, screenwriters risk creating a story that feels aimless and
unstructured.

Overcomplicating the Plot

Another common error is overcomplicating the plot. New writers often think that more
twists and turns equal a better story. However, this can lead to confusion and frustration for
the audience.

- Keep it simple - Focus on a central conflict and a clear goal for the protagonist.
- Avoid unnecessary subplots - Subplots should support the main narrative, not overshadow
it.

By simplifying the plot, writers can create a more engaging and understandable story.



Character Development Gone Wrong

Characters are the heart of any screenplay, but many writers make critical errors in their
development.

Creating One-Dimensional Characters

One of the biggest missteps in screenplay writing is creating flat, one-dimensional
characters. Audiences are drawn to characters who are complex and relatable.

- Lack of backstory - Characters should have histories that inform their motivations.
- Stagnant character arcs - Characters must evolve throughout the story.

To avoid this mistake, writers should develop detailed character profiles and ensure that
their characters undergo meaningful transformations.

Forgetting the Protagonist’s Goals

Another common error is failing to establish clear goals for the protagonist. The audience
needs to understand what the character wants and what is at stake.

- Define the protagonist's objective - Clearly outline what the protagonist seeks.
- Make the stakes high - The audience should feel invested in whether the character
achieves their goals.

By clarifying the protagonist’s goals, writers create a more compelling narrative.

Dialogue Dilemmas

Dialogue is a crucial component of screenwriting, yet many writers struggle to craft
authentic and engaging conversations.

Writing Exposition-Laden Dialogue

One of the most significant pitfalls is writing dialogue that is heavy with exposition.
Characters should not sound like they are delivering information for the audience's benefit.

- Show, don’t tell - Use action and subtext to convey information naturally.
- Keep it conversational - Dialogue should reflect how people actually speak.

By minimizing exposition in dialogue, writers can create more believable interactions
between characters.



Forgetting Character Voices

Each character should have a unique voice that reflects their personality, background, and
experiences. Failing to differentiate characters can lead to confusion and disengagement.

- Develop distinct speech patterns - Consider how education, culture, and experiences
shape a character's dialogue.
- Use slang or colloquialisms - This can add authenticity to the character's voice.

By ensuring that each character has a distinct voice, writers can enhance the overall quality
of their script.

Pacing and Structure Mistakes

Pacing is another critical element of screenplay writing that many writers overlook. A well-
paced script keeps the audience engaged and invested in the story.

Neglecting Scene Length

New writers often fail to regulate the length of their scenes, leading to drawn-out
sequences that can bore the audience.

- Keep scenes concise - Each scene should serve a purpose and move the story forward.
- Use transitions effectively - Smooth transitions between scenes can help maintain pacing.

By carefully considering the length and purpose of each scene, writers can create a more
engaging narrative flow.

Inconsistent Tone

Another common error is lacking a consistent tone throughout the screenplay. A script that
shifts wildly in tone can confuse the audience and detract from the story.

- Establish a clear genre - This will guide the tone of the screenplay.
- Maintain consistency in dialogue and action - Ensure that the characters’ actions and
dialogue align with the established tone.

By maintaining a consistent tone, writers can create a more cohesive and engaging script.

Editing and Revision Oversights

Many new writers fail to appreciate the importance of editing and revision in the screenplay



writing process.

Skipping the Revision Process

New writers often view their first draft as a finished product, which can lead to numerous
issues in the final screenplay.

- Embrace feedback - Sharing your script with others can provide valuable insights.
- Revise multiple times - The first draft is just the beginning; revisions are where the real
magic happens.

By prioritizing the revision process, writers can refine their scripts and enhance their
storytelling.

Ignoring Formatting Standards

Proper formatting is crucial in screenplay writing. Ignoring industry standards can result in a
script that is difficult to read and unprofessional.

- Use screenplay software - Programs like Final Draft or Celtx can help ensure proper
formatting.
- Follow industry standards - Familiarize yourself with the typical structure and formatting
conventions.

By adhering to formatting standards, writers can present a polished and professional script.

Conclusion

In conclusion, understanding how not to write a screenplay is just as important as learning
the best practices in screenwriting. By avoiding common pitfalls such as neglecting
structure, creating one-dimensional characters, and failing to revise adequately, aspiring
screenwriters can improve their craft and create compelling narratives. It’s essential to
remember that storytelling is an art form that requires practice, patience, and a willingness
to learn from mistakes. As you embark on your screenwriting journey, keep these points in
mind, and you’ll be well on your way to writing a screenplay that captivates audiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What common mistakes should be avoided when
developing a screenplay's plot?
Avoid creating a plot that is overly complex or convoluted. Focus on a clear, engaging



narrative that can be easily followed by the audience.

How can character development hinder a screenplay?
Avoid making characters one-dimensional or relying on clichés. Characters should be multi-
faceted and undergo growth throughout the story.

What is a major formatting error that writers should not
make?
Do not ignore proper screenplay formatting. Using inconsistent font, margins, or spacing
can distract from your story and make it harder for industry professionals to read.

How can dialogue negatively impact a screenplay?
Avoid writing dialogue that is unrealistic or overly expositional. Characters should speak in
a way that feels natural and true to their personalities.

What should writers avoid in terms of pacing?
Do not let the pacing drag by including unnecessary scenes or filler content. Each scene
should serve a purpose and maintain the audience's interest.
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