format your script like a pro
10 Rules for Producing Professional-Looking Pages
By Christopher Riley
Back in the day before Bill Gates changed the world, formatting a script was easy.  You banged it out on your manual typewriter, cut and pasted it together with scissors and tape, then handed it over to one of the Hollywood script houses that employed platoons of professional typists and proofreaders to retype your script into industry standard format following time-honored rules developed over decades of Hollywood history.

Now all that has changed.  Personal computers have driven the script houses out of business and their grizzled typists and proofreaders have retired to the Motion Picture Home, taking their exhaustive knowledge of script format with them.  Every aspiring writer owns a copy of Final Draft or Movie Magic Screenwriter.  You are your own script typist.  Formatting your script is up to you.
Why does it matter if you get the format right?  Isn’t “close enough” good enough?  Not by a long shot.  Not if you want to make a strong, professional opinion on the reader who has the power to recommend your script to a studio boss or toss it in a dumpster.  And not if you want your pages to communicate clearly and powerfully the movie you see in your head.
What exactly did those old-school typists and proofreaders know that Final Draft doesn’t?  First, they understood that script format is far more than a set of margins.  Script software is great for providing those margins.  But here are ten rules you absolutely must know to avoid sending out a script that brands you an amateur and dooms your script to the recycling bin.

Rule #1:  Use the right font
Your computer packs countless fascinating fonts.  Ignore them.  All professionally-formatted scripts use Courier (often called Courier New).  The only acceptable size is 12 points.  It looks like this:

INT. LAS VEGAS CASINO – NIGHT
BUDDY BLANKS sprints between gaming tables, hotly pursued by a pair of security men.  He’s clutching a pile of chips in the tail of his dirty T-shirt.
Rule #2:  Use the right margins
Script formatting relies on two basic sets of margins.  Shot headings and direction occupy a wide swath down the center of the page, with a left margin of 1.7” and a right margin of 1.1”.  Dialogue forms a narrower column, with a left margin of 2.7” and a right margin of 2.4”.  You can set these margins within a word processing program like Microsoft Word or you can use a program like Final Draft that is designed specifically to apply standard margins to scripts.
Rule #3:  Watch your page count
When overworked Hollywood readers – producers, directors, actors, executives, story analysts – pick up a script, they regularly turn to the last page to check the page number.  If the script has too many pages, or too few, they may look no further.  They’ve already discovered that it isn’t a professionally-written script and they know they don’t need to read any further.  They feel a rush of relief that their work is done (and a pang of disappointment, because everybody in Hollywood genuinely loves a great script) and they set your manuscript aside.  Ideally, scripts for feature films and TV movies should be between 100 and 110 pages in length.  Screenplays shorter than 95 pages and longer than 125 pages fall in the danger zone and may not get read.  Scripts for hour-long television episodes should be about 60 pages.  (Scripts for half-hour television episodes are typically about 45 pages long, but follow a different format not covered in this article.)
Rule #4:  Create a professional physical product with the right cover, brads and paper
For paper, use 8 ½” x 11” white 20 lb. bond with three-holes.  Nothing fancy.  Fancy says you don’t know what you’re doing.  For brads, use two no. 5 brass round-head fasteners, one in the top hole and one in the bottom hole.  Covers are not necessary.  In fact, conventional Hollywood wisdom holds that the more impressive the cover, the less impressive the contents.  Agencies, production companies and studios send out scripts with printed covers, but writers should send out scripts with no cover at all, or with blank card stock for covers.

Rule #5:  In direction, capitalize for the right three reasons

When you’re writing direction in a script (also called action or description), everything should be written in third-person, present tense prose (e.g. “Stiener leaps from the boat and falls onto the pier”), and only three kinds of words and phrases should be typed in all capital letters:  1) the introduction of a speaking character, 2) sound effects and off-screen sounds, and 3) camera direction.  Everything else should be typed in ordinary upper- and lower-case letters.
The first time a speaking character appears, type the character’s name in all capital letters, like this:

The door opens and SGT. SYLVIA BURNS swaggers into the room.

Also capitalize sound effects, like gunfire, mechanical sounds and sounds made by animals and babies (neither of which necessarily makes sounds on cue), as well as sounds that come from a source that is outside the view of the camera.  Capitalize the thing making the sound and the sound it makes.  Here are a few examples:
The BABY GURGLES as she crawls under the cage of the SQUAWKING PARROT.  On the RADIO, a SAD SONG PLAYS.
Mikey whistles for the cab, then takes off after it.  Even after he disappears around the corner, he can still be heard WHISTLING.
Whenever writing direction for the camera, capitalize the word CAMERA, the movement the camera makes and any prepositions associated with the camera movement:

The CAMERA FOLLOWS Cindi ACROSS the restaurant, THROUGH the doorway and INTO the kitchen.

That’s it.  Don’t use all capital letters for anything else, including special visual effects, props or the names of nonspeaking characters.

Rule #6:  Understand how to arrange shot headings
Shot headings (also called scene headings or slug lines) tell the reader where and when the action takes place, and sometimes also specify the subject of the shot and the type of shot.  Anytime the location or time frame changes, a new shot heading is required.  Shot headings look like this:
INT. COURTHOUSE - UPSTAIRS COURTROOM - WIDE SHOT - JURY BOX - DAY

CLOSE ON DOROTHY’S RUBY SLIPPERS

SILVIO

Notice that shot headings can be long and complicated or short and sweet.  They are typed in all capital letters and can include up to five separate elements:  1) INT. or EXT., abbreviations for interior or exterior, 2) the location (e.g. COURTHOUSE – UPSTAIRS COURTROOM), 3) the type of shot (e.g. WIDE SHOT), 4) the subject of the shot (e.g. JURY BOX) and 5) the time of day (e.g. DAY or NIGHT).
A shot heading can include just one of these elements or all five, depending on the job it is doing.  Whatever the number of elements present, they are always arranged in the same order:  Int. or Ext., location, type of shot, subject of shot, and time of day.  If, for example, a particular shot heading consists of just a type of shot and the subject of the shot, the type of shot will precede the subject:
EXTREME CLOSEUP – WART ON BOBO’S NOSE

Rule #7:  Keep control of character names
The name of a speaking character appears over every bit of dialogue the character speaks:






BERTIE
I can’t stop lying.  Honest!

Don’t make the mistake of calling the character Bertie over some of her speeches and Alberta or Frank’s Daughter over others.  Keep your character names consistent for the duration of the script.

Rule #8:  Know the principles of parenthetical character direction
Brief direction for a speaking character can be embedded within the speech:





DAVE

I can’t remember that number.


(to Phil)

Do you remember?

It should be indented, enclosed within parentheses, begin with a lower-case letter and end without any final punctuation.  It should also be brief (absolutely no more than four lines) and provide direction for the speaking character only.  A speech should never end with parenthetical character direction.
Rule #9:  Master the use of scene transitions
Scene transitions can be used to describe how a scene begins or ends, or how one scene transitions to the next.  A script usually begins with a FADE IN: and ends with a FADE OUT.  One scene can transition to the next with a CUT TO: or a DISSOLVE TO:.  With the exception of FADE IN:, which should be typed at the left margin, all transitions are typed near the right margin, beginning 6” from the left edge of the page.
Rule #10:  Get the most out of your computer
Your computer gives you a great advantage over the writers of Hollywood’s first six or seven decades.  Make sure you’re getting the most out of it.

First, don’t let your computer hurt you.  The greatest disaster that can befall any promising script, the product of countless hours of creative labor, is to be erased in one tragic instant.  Avoid that disaster by backing up your script files regularly and frequently and keeping copies of your work on a disk or flash drive somewhere far from your computer.

Next, name your script files in an orderly way so that you can go back later to any previous draft and know the order in which the files were created.  A simple way to do this is to give your project a name, then add a number at the end to record the generation or version the file represents.  For example, if you’re writing a project you’re calling ICE, call the first draft ICE01.  The next draft can be ICE02 and the thirty-seventh draft can be ICE37.  You’ll save hours searching for the scene you deleted in the third draft that you now want to restore in the thirty-eighth.
Finally, don’t make the rookie mistake of forgetting to spell-check your script.  A script filled with misspelled words annoys readers and erodes their confidence in your abilities.  On the other hand, a script that is carefully and professionally formatted greatly increases your chances of being taken seriously by the readers who can help you get your vision onto the screen.

Screenwriter Christopher Riley ran the standard-setting script processing department at Warner Bros. and is the author of The Hollywood Standard: The Complete and Authoritative Guide to Script Format and Style.
