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A Career in Screenwriting

Transcribed from a seminar given by
Screenwriter and Script Consultant, Roger Smith

Roger Smith started his screenwriting career in 1960. He had just finished university and was commissioned by Granada Television to write his first TV play.  First time writers back then had more of an advantage getting into screenwriting as the TV channels were more interested in a writer’s ideas and the strength of their story, rather than how much experience they had. Because of this, new writers were able to develop their skills and learn their craft on the job.
 
Nowadays, establishing a career as a screenwriter is lot harder. TV channels are much less likely to take on first time writers and when they do its on soaps like the ‘Doctors’. This is good experience for a writer who ultimately wants to write for TV, but for a writer who wants to write for film the transition from soap to film can be a hard one to make. Whereas soap operas continue from week to week with a running time of generally 30 minutes, in a film you have to tell a whole story, from beginning to end, in roughly 90 minutes. Because of this, the writer must be more aware of the function of each scene and make sure that every scene is driving the story forward. For a writer, it is therefore important that they get to grips with the process of writing a feature length screenplay. 

In the first draft, the writer gets everything down on the page. It is then good for the writer to take a break before coming back to the piece and starting work again on the script. When doing re-writes you have to look at your script as a whole, ensuring that you take into account that a change at one point of the script may effect a plot point later on, so you will have to adjust the later accordingly. 

It is a fact that most of us over write, but in the rewrite, we must be able to draw a line and take out stuff that doesn’t work and isn’t pushing the story forward. Writers should be aware that it is a friendly and creative battle to get a script done. Even when finished, this battle will probably continue throughout shooting, i.e. if there are problems with the script during shooting, the writer may have to rewrite certain scenes if they don’t working on camera.

It is the excitement of an idea that drives a writer, and they must constantly ask themselves, ‘how do I communicate what I feel passionate about? You have to make the audience care about your story and central character. ‘Jeopardy’ and ‘High Stakes’ are important in a film to make people care and empathise, as without them your characters and story may just seem like normal, everyday events, which will not evoke an emotionally response from your audience.

It’s not about formula but about making the work true to itself. Structure and formula are good but if you approach a script just based on those factors it can kill the actual story. Knowing format is helpful but you have to know if your story has legs: Can it hold an audience’s attention and is it capable of running as a feature length movie?  


