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COWG Screenwriting Class, 8/11/20 
  
10 Screenwriting Tips for Novelists 
 
Hi, I’m so happy to be here and see all of you. Thank you for 
your support of the Central Oregon Writers Guild. 
 
As humans, we have been telling stories from the beginning of 
our existence. I like to imagine that even before verbal 
communication there was an ancient form of charades with people 
acting out their stories and adventures.  
 
Jean Houston, PhD scholar, world-renown spiritual teacher, and 
author of more than thirty books has this to say on the subject. 
 “Stories are living and dynamic. Stories exist to be    
     exchanged. They are the currency of Human Growth.” 
 
As a screenwriter and self-published author, I’d like to share 
ten screenwriting tips that can help any kind of writing.  
 
These 10 tips are worthy of separate classes or even courses of 
study. I’m going to give you as much information as possible in 
a very short time. 
   
Screenwriting is different from other kinds of writing in these 
main ways: 
 
1. 80% is visual. Images on the screen are easy to see and feel.  
 
2. A screenplay, also called a script, has an entirely different    
   formatting structure. 
 
3. A good screenplay is written to be read as fast as possible. 
 
4. Actors portray characters with action and dialogue. 
 
5. Writing is the beginning of the experience. Thousands take  
   part in the production process. It’s not an author working  
   with an editor and publisher. 
 
6. Scripts are written in present tense only, with emphasis on  
   action verbs. Full sentences aren’t always necessary. 
 
7. Unless there is an actor’s voice you hear (Voice Over), you  
   don’t write what a character thinks. 
 
Screenwriting is the same as other writing in these ways. 
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1. You need a good story with a beginning, middle, and end. Not  
   necessarily in that order. 
 
2. Description and action play an important part in setting the  
   scenes or chapters.  
 
3. Characters with unique core traits inhabit a story, hopefully  
   in an emotional way to engage the viewer or reader. 
 
4. Both kinds of writing use themes to present authors’ views  
   and reasons for writing a particular piece. 
 
5. It’s better to show more and tell less. 
 
Here we go. 
 
#1. Entertain Your Readers 
 
Walt Disney said, “I would rather entertain and hope that people 
learned something than educate and hope that people were 
entertained.” 
 
The main goal of screenwriters is to entertain. No one watches a 
movie with the idea that it’s going to be a chore.  
 
We are able to watch, read, and listen to a bombardment of 
information available and delete it with the push of a button. 
It is more important than ever to keep in mind that writing 
needs to entertain in some way. I’m not saying that writing 
can’t inform, teach, and change the world. As human beings, we 
need a good story to elevate mankind.  
   
#2. Engage Your Readers’ Emotions 
 
You go to movies and read books to have emotional experiences. 
To relate characters and their problems to your life. To learn. 
To experience a different kind of life or place. Hopefully to 
grow. If you don’t make your viewer or reader feel, they’ll walk 
out of the theater or close the book. 
 
I recommend The Emotional Craft of Fiction by Donald Maass. It 
will take your writing to a higher level. 
 
#3. Create a Unique Concept 
  
High Concept is a magic word in the film industry. If you have 
one, the film can be watched by the four quadrants of movie 
goers: males and females under 25, males and females over 25. 
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High concept movies that are well done, make millions of dollars 
and can affect millions of lives. 
 
I understand that most other kinds of writing don’t need a high 
concept. My caveat is that you need to write something in a 
different way if you want it to appeal to those readers for whom 
you are writing. 
 
For example, I sometimes watch the Hallmark Channel. But that’s 
because I know what I’m getting when I turn on one of their 
movies. If I want to be intrigued, frightened, educated, or 
actually have to think, I’ll look for something else. Don’t 
write a cookie-cutter book if you want to attract a publisher. 
Hone in on the specific concepts, themes, and characters in your 
genre that will make your writing stand out. 
  
You need to know your story so well, that you can explain the 
concept in one sentence. 
 
Here’s the concept of a film: Hacksaw Ridge - A soldier who 
refuses to carry a gun becomes the biggest hero in one of the 
most important battles of World War 2. 
 
#4. Know Structure 
 
Your writing needs to have a recognizable structure. At least in 
the beginning stages of writing. It helps you keep the concept, 
plot, themes, chapters, settings, and characters organized.  
 
You need to start on the road with a specific destination that 
leads your reader to the end. Too often, writers who don’t have 
structure find themselves bogged down in the middle of a script 
or novel with no place to go. They may know how the story ends, 
but not how to get there. Find a system that works for you. Once 
you have the first draft of your book, you can rearrange the 
chapters if necessary for greater impact. 
 
I use screenwriting techniques to better organize my books. 
 
Here is a three-act-structure. Blake Snyder wrote three books on 
screenwriting. He organized his scripts in what is called a 15-
point beat sheet. This sheet includes the fifteen places in a 
script that affect or change the journey of the protagonist at 
specific times for the greatest emotional impact. It can be 
easily adapted for novels. 
 
1. Opening Image 
2. Theme Stated 
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3. Set-Up 
4. Catalyst 
5. Debate 
6. Break into Two 
7. B Story 
8. Fun & Games 
9. Midpoint 
10. Bad Guys Close In 
11. All is Lost 
12. Dark Night of the Soul 
13. Break into Three 
14. Finale 
15. Final Image 
 
I recommend you read or buy Snyder’s Save the Cat Strikes Back. 
You can find his explanation of these steps and many more 
wonderful suggestions that will be extremely helpful in planning 
and writing your book. For those of you who write shorter 
pieces, these steps can also be used.  
 
I’m going to read you an example of how Blake Snyder used a 30-
second commercial to incorporate all of these steps as well as a 
stasis=death moment. These steps can be used for any story with a 
narrative arc. 
 
Chris Soth uses his mini-movie method which breaks down a film 
into eight parts. This can be applicable to your writing and 
make even the most complicated story easier to manage. 
 
John Truby Studio has a Master Storyteller Course for 
screenwriters and novelists that focuses on the importance of 
premise and organization in his specific ways. 
 
Hal Croasmun at Screenwriting U has in-depth classes on subtext, 
comedy, dialogue, to name a few, as well as advanced courses. 
These classes can help you hone in on the requirements necessary 
to craft a piece of writing, even if you don’t right scripts. 
Right now his course on advanced dialogue is only $49.00 dollars 
and well worth it. 
  
#5. Description that Shines 
 
In a screenplay, description is one of the main elements 
necessary. In as little as one to three lines, the location is 
described with as much information and feeling as possible. 
 
You want your reader to identify and empathize with your 
characters by description, action and dialogue. Don’t spell 
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everything out in mind-numbing detail. Trust your audience is 
smart enough to pick up on subtle clues. A book needs to be 
easily visualized. 
 
Screenwriting Description Example by Denice Hughes Lewis 
 
EXT. LAKE, OREGON WILDERNESS – NIGHT 
 
Mountains hover over moonlit water.  Crickets and frogs compete 
in nightly song. 
 
CRAWDAD FOX (50's), crouches waist-deep in the lake. Weathered, 
wily, a man one with nature. His hands slice into the water. 
Fling a trout to the shore. 
  
Night songs cutoff.   
 
Crawdad stiffens.  Slow head swivel.  Eyes dart to the dark 
forest. 
  
An inhuman shriek pierces the night. 
 
Fiction Example: 
 
     Crickets and frogs were singing with their nightly songs. 
Crawdad Fox was standing in the lake, moonlight shimmering 
silver on his weathered face. He almost looked like he was a 
part of nature, as still as the windless forest.  
     His hands disappeared in the lake and threw a trout to the 
shore. The night noises stopped suddenly. Crawdad lifted his 
head and stared into the dark trees.      
     An inhuman shriek pierced the silence. 73 words 
 
Take out the helping verbs, adjectives and adverbs that aren’t 
necessary. I chose better verbs and nouns for this version. 
 
     Crickets and frogs competed in nightly song. Crawdad Fox 
crouched in the lake, moonlight silver on his weathered face, a 
part of nature, still as the windless forest. 
     His hands sliced through water and flung a trout to shore. 
All noise ceased. Crawdad stiffened. Primal instinct drew his 
fearful eyes to the dark trees. 
     An inhuman shriek pierced the silence. 60 words 
 
Use your exposition, the backstory or details of the plot, to 
the best advantage. Separate the information. Don’t dump it on 
your reader all at once.  Separate the information, bury it in 
description, action, suspense, mystery, and dialogue. 
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An example is what Blake Snyder calls, “The Pope in the Pool.” 
Exposition is taken care of in dialogue while the viewer is 
intrigued with the idea that a Pope would be swimming. 
 
#6. Unique Characters 
 
In a screenplay, every word a character says, every word that is 
said about a character, and every action a character takes needs 
to reflect who he or she is. Movies have the advantage of actors 
to portray characters. Other writers, except playwrights, have 
the challenge of creating their images only with words.  
 
Develop characters that have emotional interest and connection 
to readers. Make them three-dimensional, even the bad guys. 
After all, bad guys are heroes in their own stories. 
 
Use hope and fear for your characters to keep the reader on an 
emotional roller coaster and glued to the story. Watch any good 
movie to see this technique in action. 
 
Some writers create detailed histories to form their characters 
and some don’t. 
 
I use one page to reference my characters easily, especially 
when I’m in the beginning stages of writing. I know everything 
is subject to change and my characters will grow and tell me 
their stories as I write.   
 
The most important thing is to find the core of your characters. 
Be precise. You should be able to predict a lot of things about 
your character’s actions and decisions. Give them only four 
traits. And don’t make them all positive. Nobody is perfect. 
 
Here is an example of a character sheet for one of my scripts. 
 
1. Character Name: Eton Hunter 
2. Characteristics: Blonde, stacked, model-perfect, middle 20’s 
3. Traits: independent, intelligent, close-minded, jaded 
4. Wants: Find parents’ killer  
5. Needs: To allow someone into her heart 
6. Flaw: Believes in her self-sufficiency 
7. What’s special about this character? Mensa smart 
8. Logline: DNA scientist/professor must discover who’s killing  
   scientists without any body or evidence. 
9. Arc: Fiercely independent to benefits of companionship & love 
10. Fear: Being alone 
11. Wound: Parents are dead 
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12. Secret: Fears viral infection 
13. Main issue in life: Competitive as hell 
14. Subtext: Avoids getting close to anyone 
15. Values: Martial arts, intelligence 
16. Anything else that’s important: She dresses for the kind of  
    attention she doesn’t want, reinforcing her belief that  
    she’s superior to slobs who notice. 
 
You hear a lot about knowing and using Archetypes and Mythical 
Characters. Here are two books that can help inspire your 
writing and take your characters to a higher level. 
 
45 Master Characters by Victoria Lynn Schmidt 
Writers Journey by Christopher Vogler 
 
Here are four strategies that help in defining characters from 
Hal Croasmun, President of Screenwriting U. 
 
World View 
Metaphors 
Rules and Strategies 
Justifications 
 
My example: 
 
My heroine is Annabel, a graduate student in psychology. 
 World View: You can’t trust anyone. 
 Metaphor: Life is like a closet. 
 Rules and Strategies: Avoid relationships, lie, use brains  
                           and beauty to achieve goals. 
 Justification: Everyone takes advantage, why not me? 
 
This information leaves all kinds of questions as to why Annabel 
is the way she is. 
 
#7. Dialogue Tools 
 
Dialogue is a tool for many purposes. 
 It sounds natural, but isn’t.  
 It should show more than it tells.  
 Dialogue delivers on many levels through metaphor,  
              misdirection, conflict, subtext, even silence. 
 It defines character. 
 It engages our interest in the story. 
 
Here are a few interest techniques from Hal Croasmun.  
Dialogue sets something up and pays it off. 
It provides other meanings. 
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Dialogue highlights something that needs to be in the 
foreground, or foreshadows something that’s going to happen. 
 
Dialogue represents the core traits of a character. If you 
select precise core traits, you’ll know your characters and it 
will be easier to create meaningful dialogue.  
  
Don’t use cliché´s or on-the-nose dialogue. On-the-nose dialogue 
is writing exactly what a character thinks or feels.  
 
If you’re having trouble with any line of dialogue, rewrite the 
line from 10 to 50 times in a different way that is true to its 
meaning and your character’s trait. You’ll be surprised at the 
perfect line you’ll create. You can write it if the character is 
angry, sad, upset, sick, etc. 
 
#8. Subtext in Dialogue and Action 
 
Subtext is a term loved by those in film. Its purpose is to take 
your audience on an internal journey. Not by trying to trick the 
reader, but by giving him the deeper meaning. Subtext is what 
isn’t being said by your characters. What they conceal, how they 
manipulate, why they lie. Plots that help subtext can be ironic, 
layered, fish-out-of-water, hidden identities. 
 
Wesley in The Princess Bride says to Buttercup, “As you wish.” 
The deeper layer means, “I love you.” 
 
Watch The American President or A Few Good Men by Aaron Sorkin, 
a master of dialogue and subtext. As viewers we automatically 
understand subtext. It’s challenging to create. 
 
Here’s are five ways a girl can say ‘no’ to a boy that reflects 
one of her character traits. Practice doing this with your 
characters and situations. 
 
1. Sarcastic character trait: “Oh my God, you’ve got to be  
                              kidding.” It’s also cliché. 
   Colorful or poetic language: “I’d rather date a skunk.” 
   Subtext: “Doesn’t your father work for mine?” 
            See how subtext takes your mind further? 
2. Abrasive trait: Also a clichéd sentence. “Get lost.” 
   Colorful or poetic: “Sandpaper would be more fun.” 
   Subtext: “Give me a list of your ex-girlfriends.”  
3. Shy trait: “I couldn’t possibly.” 
   Colorful or poetic language: “Trifle not with a fragile  
                                 heart.” 
   Subtext: “It would be too dangerous.” 
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4. Combative trait: “Why would I date you?” 
   Colorful or poetic: “Sanity is preferable.” 
   Subtext: “Only if you’ve got a black belt.” 
5. Complementary trait: “You’re much too popular.” 
   Colorful or poetic: “Mere mortals don’t date Gods.”  
   Subtext: ”I would spoil those beautiful lips.” 
  
Key parts to subtext, again according to Mr. Croasmun: 
 
1. Actual text/action 
2. Deeper meaning 
3. How to reveal the deeper meaning to your reader. 
 
Kind of cover ups to create subtext:  
1. Silence 
2. Change the subject 
3. Question 
4. Attack 
5. Compliment 
6. Distract 
7. Make a joke 
8. Ignore and continue conversation 
 
Subtext directs the reader’s mind toward a specific 
interpretation. It points to something under the surface causing 
wonder, jumping to conclusions, rethinking assumptions about 
character and story. 
 
Use metaphor, implication, insinuation, hints, sarcasm. 
 
You can do this in your writing. It takes practice. As I 
mentioned before, you can take a whole course on the subject at 
Screenwriting U or find many examples online. 
 
#9. Value of Openings & Closings 
 
Openings: 
 
This is the time to hook your viewer or reader into wanting to 
continue with the story. You can start with conflict, danger, 
action, shock, description, dialogue, an intriguing scene, 
unique character, a twist. The choices are endless. 
 
Make your opening fresh. 
Make it fit your story. 
Create questions that continue through the story. 
 
May I recommend cutting to the chase on your opening? 
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In screenwriting every page counts. Every minute costs thousands 
of dollars to film. 
 
Every page of a novel counts, especially at the beginning. 
Editors and publishers make snap decisions on the first few 
pages. Introduce your characters in an intriguing way to set up 
tone and your story. 
 
Remember, an opening is the only chance to make a first 
impression. By using clarity, focusing attention, creating vivid 
details, and using a hook, you connect the reader to your 
character in the first moments. It’s the emotional starting 
point to a compelling character and story. 
 
Endings:  
 
Your endings must be satisfying and resolve the main conflict. 
It helps if they are surprising, but inevitable and organic to 
the story. 
 
Three types of closings are: Happy, Tragic, Ironic. Choose what 
is appropriate for your story. Be extreme in an emotional way. 
 
What thoughts or feelings do you want the audience or reader to 
be left with? 
 
#10. Wordsmithing 
  
Wordsmithing is the last thing a screenwriter does before 
getting feedback from other writers or coverage from a 
professional. 
 
Admittedly this takes time. A screenplay is from 90 to 120 
pages, each page a minute of screen time.  
 
Novels take much more time to wordsmith. It can be a fun and 
exciting way to elevate your writing. 
 
Here are the steps: 
 
1. Reread every line for spelling, grammar, tone, emotion, 
necessity, clarification, meaning, and brevity (if necessary for 
scenes that need to move faster). Don’t get overwhelmed. One 
sentence at a time.  
 
Wordsmith the voice of your character. Choose one main character 
and read all of her lines. Check to be sure what she says or 
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does is consistent with her character sheet. Do this on separate 
days with each character. It’s easier to be true to that 
character by isolating his action and dialogue.  
 
No one said writing was going to be easy. It takes time, 
perseverance, passion, a thick skin, and a love of words. 
  
A Word about Story 
 
A story needs plot, conflict, and character growth. 
 
Remember, how you write makes a difference. Words are magic and 
can elicit a picture in the mind of your reader or an emotion in 
his heart. 
 
Robert McKee teaches courses all over the world to 
screenwriters. His book, Story, is a star in its field. I highly 
recommend it for any writer.  
 
If you want to blow your minds buy Stealing Fire from the Gods, 
A Complete Guide to Story for Writers and Filmmakers by James 
Bonnet – a 20-year-in-the-making masterpiece.  
 
I’ll leave you with a quote from his book. 
 “Great stories are created by powerful and mysterious inner 
forces. They are designed to guide us to our full potential and 
are as necessary to our well-being as fresh air. Understanding 
great stories means understanding these inner processes. And 
understanding these inner processes can lead to a profound 
understanding of ourselves and the world.” 
 
To your greater understanding. Thank you. 
 
I’d be happy to answer any questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


