51 Tips for Winning Screenwriting Contests

1. Follow ALL the rules of the contest.

While this seems so obvious, many screenwriters violate the rules of the contests they enter. Of course, they don't do it on purpose. Most likely, it is a slip on their part, but it can cost them their chance at even placing in the contest.

"Always follow instructions to the tee when completinga screenplay contest entry. Have questions? Call oremail the people who run the contest. Provide achecklist of what you have included in the contestpackage so that if they lose something that you included, they can see that it may be their fault, notyours. This can save you from an unfair disqualification."
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

"I'd meet all the requirements according to the contest and I would triple-check those requirements, making certain I'd fulfilled them. Then I would again look for anything which might distract from the read. Make it look like a professional document submitted to an agent or producer who has 'nod' control (a yes or no)."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film Screenwriting Contest

Most contests have their rules listed on their site. A simple strategy to ensure you follow all the rules is to print them out and use the printout as a checklist. 

Then go over the list one more time before you send your script and entry fee in to the contest. That way, your script qualifies and you've given it the chance to succeed. 

2. Submit your best work.

Which do you think has the best chance of winning, your second draft or your third or your fifth? Crazy question, right? But it gets to the heart of this tip -- Do whatever you can to make sure your script is your best work to date. Listen to what our experts have to say about this.


"Writers submit scripts way too early. Things that have never been critiqued, or gotten feedback, or been rewritten. In a staggering number of cases they submit stuff that has never been proofread."
Jim Shea
Chairman of Producer's Outreach

"My script is ready when no stone has been left unturned and I'm satisfied, and the consultants I use say they think it's ready too. Submission criteria are the same as for submission to a studio or producer."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998

Many times , people just run out of time and send their script in just under the wire. One solution to that is to set an "early deadline" for yourself -- 15 or 30 days before the contest deadline. 

When that early deadline hits, go into "last minute mode" and do your best to get feedback, improve the script, and make sure it is presentable. 

Using an early deadline as motivation will result in you sending in a better screenplay. It will also increase your chance of winning. Simple strategy, valuable results. 

3. Presentation Counts! 

How much does appearance count? In this case, plenty. But instead of dressing your script up, it needs to be simple, uncluttered, and elegant.

"A script that is clean, simply-bound and simply- labelled makes a better impression than one that is sloppy or attention-grabbing. On the inside, it's professionalism that counts, including proper formatting, spelling, punctuation and grammar, and a clean, sparse style showing that the writer understands the value of each word in the script."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

Most of these things seem so obvious, but again, you'd be surprised how many people violate them. Some contests even say they accept materials that aren't properly formatted, but...

"Most contests will tell you that they aren't particularly interested in format or appearance. Don't believe it. You are competing against some very talented professionals. Your script has to look just right, and has to be carefully formatted. Otherwise, it screams "Wannabe!."
Al LaSorte
Grand Prize Winner
Fade In Screenwriting Awards 2002

Remember, simple, uncluttered, and elegant. That's what you want. 

If formatting is a difficulty, consider software like Final Draft. It automatically does 95% of the formatting, allowing you to focus on what matters most -- writing a great script. 

4. Don't direct your screenplay.

Often new writers think it makes them look more professional to put "director's language" in their scripts. But it doesn't. In fact, it is the mark of an amateur.

"Don't write a director's script. Don't have scene numbers on the sluglines. Don't use cut-to or dissolve-to any more than you absolutely have to. No camera angles, unless it's vital. Try to keep the number of sluglines to 85-100 max. Each scene change costs production money."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

"They add CUT TO's and camera directions, BIRDS EYE VIEW and WE SEE. Sometimes you can block it out, but other times it messes with the story dynamic."
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest

John is correct. Directing a story in a script is distracting. It irritates any professional reader and could cost you the contest. Here's some solutions:

Instead of "We see a MAN and WOMAN arguing," write "A MAN and WOMAN argue in the distance." Ninety percent of the time someone uses "We see...," they could just take those words out and we'd see it without being told to.

Instead of "Close up on her ring," write "And that ring! A stone Elizabeth Taylor would envy." Doing that encourages the director to do the close up without demanding it with camera directions.

5. Get good feedback. 

Feedback is so important. Many times, it will make the difference between winning and not even placing.

"This script went through several rewrites, spent time on American Zoetrope (http://www.zoetrope.com/) I also hired a script consultant and did a pretty extensive re- write...then I won Screamfest."
Jami Deise
Winner "Best Horror Screenplay"
Screamfest, 2002

"One place to get good, yet free, feedback is the peer review sites. Users give and receive critiques to and from other screenwriters. The feedback I've received at one has been outstanding, and extremely helpful. And it's free (for now, at least). You can't beat it."
Al LaSorte
Grand Prize Winner
Fade In Screenwriting Awards 2002

There are many ways to get feedback, some providing more quality than others. You can exchange critiques with another writer. Have your writers group do a live read-through. Get professional coverage. Hire a script consultant. Etc.

Just remember to be selective about the changes you make to your script. Often, another person will present a "different" way of writing the same scene. Only use it if the change actually improves your story or screenplay. 

Getting the right feedback and ONLY making changes that elevate the script are two of the best ways to take a script to a new level. 


6. Don't gamble on a poorly written script.

Why send a script in if it is not ready? If a contest has between 2,000 to 4,000 scripts entered, there are going to be many high-quality screenplays you are competing against.

"To screenwriters who gamble by sending in scripts which are not really ready, my response is that they have lost the bet - from the start - by wasting the rare chance to have their work seen. When I read a script that someone has dashed to write or rushed to mail, I think three things: first, that the writer is not enough of a pro to complete the job; second, that the writer is wasting my time on reading an unfinished script; and, finally, that the writer is risking his reputation by sending out inferior work."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

But there is another perspective to consider. Using smaller contests as a way of getting a script completely ready for the larger contests.

"If your screenplay isn't ready, perhaps you should give it a working title and submit it to small contests that provide coverage or feedback. That way you'll be getting valuable, inexpensive feedback that you can use to get it in shape. Once it's ready, give it the title it deserves and submit as a new screenplay to the major competitions."
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

Essentially, you are creating a system for yourself. Make your script the best it can be. Enter it in small contests to get feedback and to see how well it competes against other screenplays. 

With each contest, you improve the script...and your writing. After a few of the smaller contests, you'll be ready to compete in the top contests. It is a simple strategy that has you benefit at every step of the game. 

7. Write with freshness. 

Even though this is an advanced tip, I believe it needs to be considered as the basis of what causes success. If you write the same old stuff that everyone else is writing, you blend into the wallpaper.

Fresh doesn't mean wierd. It means unique characters, interesting situations, compelling setups, surprising payoffs, and more. It means using your imagination and going past the obvious. 

"Your overall story should hold some universal appeal as well as be refreshing in some way - different from the norm - stand out from what has been read or seen on screen enough so that it is memorable and original."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest

More than anything, fresh means success. When your writing is fresh, it creates buzz among contest readers and judges. You'll gain fans and supporters. And once your script has won, you'll have a better chance turning that winner into a career start.

You want your script to stand out! Make sure it is fresh.

8. You might win one contest and not even place in a similar contest.

Never worry about what you don't win or place in. Just keep focusing on the goal -- whether that be to place in a small contest or to win Nicholl.

"The Nicholl Fellowships were the first competition I ever entered, and that script was a Semifinalist that year. I have since had four scripts that were Semifinalists, and two that were Finalists. I'm the only person to ever advance to the Finals with two different scripts. I entered Austin almost every year, but only advanced once to the Semifinals there."
Patricia (Pooks) Burroughs
Winner Nicholl 2001

Can you imagine, a Nicholl winner only making the Semifinals in Austin? It isn't uncommon for the same script to have radically different reactions from a group of contests. This is because the early rounds of a contest are so unpredictable. A jaded or novice reader may pass on a script that would have been the winner otherwise.

Again, never worry about what you don't win. What matters are the ones you win. Enter 20 contests and win one and you are a "contest winner." 

9. Consider the decision makers. 

The life of a reader is hot and cold, mostly cold. They read 70 - 100 scripts to find a few to send onto the next level. They have every right to be jaded, but the next script may be "the one," or so they hope.

"My strongest wish when I sit down with each script is that "This is the winning script. I found it. I helped it climb."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest

The contest directors also hope for the best scripts they can get. Why? Because it a the key to their success in the future, also. Every year, they have to convince another 5 to 10 producers and agents to judge.

"Remember, when entering a competition, if your script wins or is a finalist, or even a semi-finalist, producers and agents will ask you for it, and the festival will want to be proud to have selected your screenplay!"
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

Any contest exists for a variety of reasons, but one of them is to establish themselves as a credible source to the movie business. They want to see their winners in Variety or Hollywood Reporter. They want the entire industry to respect them and in many cases, they are looking to build a career in Hollywood. Their hope is that promoting your script may assist them.

So the contest readers and directors want your script to be a hit. On the other hand, you're dealing with producers and agents who have high expectations. Once again, your script needs to be the best it can be.


10. Understand how a contest rates your script.

While most contests won't tell you exactly how they rate your script, it helps to have a general picture. Here are responses from four different contests to give you a good idea of how they rate your script.

"Final Draft rates scripts on premise, structure, dialogue, characters and box office potential, using the ratings Excellent, Very Good, Good, Fair and Poor."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

"I look at the entire script as a whole, when I'm judging them, with the story/plot being the major criteria for scoring as a whole. Then I break down the script into two categories. Characters and dialog. Character development, their interaction with the other characters, and their dialog."
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest

"We scored screenplays on concept and plot, technical execution, character development." Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

"At Moondance, we rate scripts on a scale of 0-25 points, 25 being perfect. We judge a script first and foremost on story. Unique story, well-told. We also look at proper format, spelling and punctuation. Syntax is important. A vital element is great dialog; not good, but great dialog. We look for sellability of your script. We look at budget to produce it as a film. We want to see memorable characters. Conflict is a must. Proper structure is important, with a clearly discernable Act 1, 2 & 3."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

If the contest you are entering gives information about how they rate scripts, make sure your script is outstanding in each rating category. 

If they don't provide their rating information, just follow what our experts have said above and you'll score high. 

11. Do Your Homework

Many of the contests have web sites that provide some information on them. You can check for those on Moviebytes.com. 

Just as important as having information is interpreting it properly. You need to look at the contest information and ask this important question: 

"How is this contest a match for my screenplay?" 

"Doing homework on who the underlying sponsors are can give writers an inside track into how their scripts will be received in the final round of judging. If you've written a romantic comedy, don't expect to win a contest being sponsored by Jerry Bruckheimer. It's targeted marketing - the same principle which applies when writers seek representation and when the shop their work to producers."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

Also, check Moviebytes.com for report cards on the contests you 've chosen. Many times, previous contestants will tell their experience and it can be valuable in helping you prepare.


12. Select your contests wisely.

When you're making a decision about what contests to enter, do you have a strategy? Or you just selecting the biggest contest whether or not you have a chance at it? For example, if you need feedback, some contests give feedback.

"The reason I entered the eShay contest was because, number one, you only sent in ten pages. (If you advance they ask for the whole script) Number two, it was only $25, and number three, most importantly, they critiqued the ten pages whether you advanced or not. I actually entered that contest two years ago with the same script, then took their notes, and reentered. Then I won."
Jack Bennett
Winner eShay's 2002 contest
Wisconsin TV Pilot Contest, 2002

Some are small and you stand a better chance of winning and gaining at least some credibility. You can even get money and some publicity out of winning a small contest.

"I do have a friend who enters them all (the smaller contests) and says that she has won enough money in the smaller competitions to pay her expenses, so there's something to be said for that."
Patricia (Pooks) Burroughs
Winner Nicholl 2001

You also may choose some contests just for the producers and agents who judge the contest. If you make it into the finals, those people will be reading your script and it is possible that may turn into an important contact for you.

"Beyond being professional and telling a compelling story, good writers can increase their chances of success in contests by being smart about which contests they enter. Contests are usually run or sponsored by people who are seeking scripts to produce."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

With the large amount of contests in today's market, you can easily choose contests that fit your exact needs and desires. Just take a little time to do the research and you'll have much more satisfying results in the end.

13. Early scripts may get a better read. 

Here's an amazing piece of information that could increase the odds in your favor, just by taking one simple action...

"Please send your submissions in early! Don't wait until the final deadline date! Your submission can be buried under a pile of hundreds or thousands at the bigger festivals and competitions. The readings could be hurried. Maybe the reader saw one sent in earlier and has decided that's his or her favorite."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

This is simple math. Early in the reading process, readers are more relaxed and receptive. As the deadlines approach, they have more pressure put on them. With each day, they cram in more scripts, suffer from being overworked, and feel more stress. 

So you may actually be able to influence the emotional state your reader is in when they read your script. 

Entering early can have its benefits.

14. Your first 30 pages need to be great.

Understand this: Most contests only require their first round readers to read 30 pages. Repeat -- 30 pages is all they read.

"One of the readers even told me that at around page 10 of my winning script, she called someone else who had read it and asked her if this was really the script that got such high scores. Her friend told her to "keep reading". She did, and, after getting past the slow start, loved the script.

She explained that the average Hollywood reader for a studio or prodco has such a short attention span that unless you hook them within the first 5 to 10 pages, forget it. It's over. So whatever else you do, shortening and condensing the opening as much as possible to get right into the action probably helps."
Al LaSorte
Grand Prize Winner
Fade In Screenwriting Awards 2002

"Pique our interest on the first page, give us a reason to turn to page two. Tell us what the story is about, who it involves, and what the stakes are inside ten pages. End your first act with an interesting and surprising turn of events that sends the story off in an unexpected direction that ups the ante."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition

This point is so important that every one of our panelist commented on it. If your first 30 pages aren't your best writing, you're sunk. Make that first page amazing. Have the first ten pages set the story up and intrigue us. Make the first 30 pages your best writing. Then, raise the level of the rest of the script to match it.

15. Don't try to predict the outcome -- Just enter your best work. 

There is much talk about what will win a contest and what won't, but it doesn't always prove valuable to speculate like that.

"Don't tell yourself, "I won't enter this because it's not the right kind of script." If it's well- written and smart, it's the right kind of script. Don't tell yourself, "This has never advanced before, thus I won't enter it.

I had a friend tell me that about one of his scripts which he had entered several times. I loved that script. I convinced him to enter it again, and he was a Finalist that year, with a script that had never advanced before. Don't tell yourself, "Well, this has advanced but it has never won, thus it never will." Both of my Finalist scripts had advanced to Semifinalist before, and had also gotten dinked in the first round before. When thousands and thousands of scripts are being processed, you simply can't predict what is going to happen."
Patricia (Pooks) Burroughs
Winner Nicholl 2001

16. Select an intriguing concept and play it out.

So many times, the biggest mistake a writer makes is the first one -- choosing their concept. Since concept affects every other decision in the script, it is worth taking a little extra time to choose the best concept for your story.

"Winning screenplay concepts can be those which draw on universal issues - topics to which "Everyman" can relate, or those which present provocative issues for a smaller audience - provocative in the sense that they provoke the audience to think and discuss the story long after leaving the theater."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

"Make certain you've thoroughly examined your concept so that at the end of the script the reader can say,"This was a satisfying read." Your overall story should hold some universal appeal as well as be refreshing in some way - different from the norm - stand out from what has been read or seen on screen enough so that it is memorable and original."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest

17. Don't write a movie you've already seen. 

You'd be surprised how many times this is violated. One year, I personally read three scripts that had the exact same plot as ALIEN.

"Write a brand new tale rather than thinking that you can write a movie just like (but better) than one you've just seen."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

"Good story first; don't waste time screenwriting a tale we've already seen or which is flawed in some fashion. Bring something new to the table. Keep drafting 'till it shines, every word counts."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998


18. Write an interesting story.

Can you believe that I put this in here? But you have to be brutally honest with yourself about whether your story is going to be interesting to anyone else except yourself.

Before I write a story, I test the logline or idea out on five to ten friends that I trust, including two who don't care about the movie business at all. If they don't want to see it told as a movie, I reconsider it.

"I think one of the things that makes a big difference in contest winners is the basic plot. The underlying story. You can forgive cliched dialogue and, sometimes, down right bad dialog. But how you get to the second act, to the third act, to your conclusion. Those are important. If the story isn't interesting, but the writer can write solid dialogue, that still doesn't make for an interesting script, as a whole. It just makes for good scenes, and scenes (to me) do not make a good, whole movie."
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest

19. Make it an easy read. 

This is so important. When a reader or producer has fifty other things to do, the last thing they want is to read a script that is difficult to read or understand.

"Make sure the work adheres to the conventions of its genre and presents an easy read vis-a-vis its controlling idea and story logic; use common language in your voice and remember that less is more."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998

Here are some quick tips:

1. Uncomplicate the writing where ever possible. 

2. Write for simplicity, not complexity. 

3. No more than three visual images in a single sentence. 

4. More white space than typing. 

5. Never more than four lines of description in a single block . 

6. Have someone read the script and mark every place they get confused. Then quiz them to understand the area of confusion and resolve it. 

20. Endings

The rule for endings is "unexpected, yet satisfying." Afterwards, they should be saying "I should have known, but I didn't see it coming."

"As Richard Walter says, give me a satisfying emotional experience. Make reading your screenplay worth my time. No loose ends. The ending should prove the thesis, e.g.,"crime does not pay," "love conquers all, "perseverance furthers," "laughter is the best medicine, "a fool and his money are soon parted."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998


"Once you get to the end of your story, end the thing. Don't wrap it up and then tack on another scene, or two, or three. In showing the outcome of a story, consider how much you can achieve by just hinting at how things might turn out, rather than spelling out how every potential outcome came to pass."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.


"The ending should be satisfying. I'm not talking about happily ever after. That's unrealistic in some stories. Just be sure to wrap things up, don't leave any huge story holes and provide a payoff that was worth the read."
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

21. How's your structure? 

If you're not an expert on structure, I recommend STORY by Robert McKee. Mckee does a great job of explaining every detail of how structure works in a script.

"As for the content of your screenplay; structure counts, usually. Have a clear Act I, II, and III. Try to hook the reader on the first page! Make the first five (or ten pages at most) be Act I, wherein you introduce all the main characters and show the reader the who, what, where, when and why of your story. Notice that I said SHOW. Telling is not so good. Film is a visual medium and you should actually be writing a FILM, not a script.

Act II is the rest of the story, where you build on what you started, and it climaxes at the clear end of Act II. Act III should be five or ten (max) pages, where all loose ends are tied up and all conflicts are resolved."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

22. What's the conflict?

Conflict is the life-blood of a screenplay. Every scene should have conflict on some level and the overall story needs to be about resolving some larger conflict.

"Have conflict, whether personal, local, national, or world-side...or even universal. Then resolve that conflict at the end."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

"Two words here: conflict and emotion!"
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998

23. Make each character unique. 

There is nothing wrong with being "normal" in real life, but on the screen, we want to see someone who is "bigger than life" in some way. Characters need to be different, yet familiar. Unique, yet similar enough that we can relate to them.

"Make sure you've defined your characters and have given them unique qualities special to them, so they are recognizable as individual people and have depth. Same with the dialog. Don't have every character speak the same. Make sure your characters visibly REACT to each other, and to dialog spoken to them."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

"Readers want characters we come to know. Some of the better submissions are those in which the character is well-defined, not just in the telling, but in the 'showing' and everything that character does remains true to his/her motivations and character."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest


"Highly drawn and charged, unique, believable, absolutely lovable or despicable."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998


24. Set Your Characters in Action

Amateur screenplays have a lot of "talking heads." They talk in the restaurant. They sit and talk at a bar. Then they go for a walk and talk. In those cases and others, the location or action have nothing to do with the story. If you look at a scene and the talking could be set anywhere, you've got a talking heads scene.

Movies are a visual medium and the more action you have that gives the message of the story, the better.

"One of the first rules a screenwriter learns is 'Show, don't tell.' Try and keep this in mind when you're developing your characters. They should have their own quirks that make them who they are, just like regular, normal everyday people."
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest

Anytime you have a lot of talking, look for the meaning of the scene and see how you might "show" that meaning. What action could get the same meaning across without the words?

25. Give your character an internal flaw that must be overcome to achieve his or her goal. 

"Not only does your main character have to have clearly discernable goal, he also has to have in internal flaw that acts as a barrier to achieving that goal. It is the overcoming of this internal struggle, that humanized the character and makes us care about him. It is the key to the Character arc, and the emotional spine of your story. I am convinced it is the most important single aspect of screenwriting. Stories that have characters that overcome this internal flaw to win contests and get sold."
Jim Shea
Chairman of Producer's Outreach

26. Give your Lead Character an arc.

The arc of the lead character(s) is one of the parts of a movie that cause us to walk out feeling satisfied. Something valuable happened on the screen. It wasn't just a dead story where a lot of meaningless action happened.

Most of the time, the arc comes from the character learning and/or changing to resolve an internal problem or need.

"Make sure that the script conveys your main character's internal and external needs, and show those needs being struggled toward and met in your script."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
From her article "No Contest! (Ten Faux
Pas of Screenwriting Contestants)"

27. Give your characters their own agenda/goals. 

Step into any boardroom meeting and you'll see at least three or four people with strong agendas. Sometimes they are covert about it. Sometimes they express it at the top of their lungs. Now step into the dining room of a family with teen-agers. How many agendas do you see?

If a character doesn't have an agenda in a scene, they're just an " extra" in the scene. Make sure they have their own goals and/or agenda to give them purpose and a voice. 

28. Make Every Scene Count

Every scene is another chance to engage the reader and whisk them through the story. Every scene can provide value to the story and to the reader...if you do what it takes for that to happen.

"The scripts that stand out are those that not only have an intriguing story with characters that are whole, but ones in which the screenwriter worked to make every scene count. When a reader goes through a script, that script should be so well written that the reader is never pulled 'out' of the story. When that happens and it happens frequently, the spell is often broken."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest

29. Make the action and locations meaningful. 

Even if you have a "talking heads" scene, if the action itself has meaning, the scene will be much more interesting.

"In creating scenes, keep the "talking heads" scenarios to a minimum. People often talk while they are engaged in action or activity; remember that the audience can hear their dialogue at the same time your characters do other things."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

Your location or action could deliver the meaning or contrast the meaning. For instance, if a character is being dumped by her boyfriend, doing it during their couple's counseling at the therapists office would give one message and feel, while doing it at her best friend's wedding would give a very different message and feel.


30. Come in late, leave early.

"To create an interesting scene, abide by the old adage: Come in late, leave early."
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

Right. Why bore your audience with the details. I once read a screenplay where every other scene started with people introducing themselves. "Hi Jack, what'cha doing?" "Nothing, Bill. How about you?" That gets dull in one scene, but to do it more than once is insane.

31. Setups/Payoffs 

In some way, every scene should set something up or pay something off or both. Setups and payoffs hold a story together.

"Set it up for the pay-off. You can have many set-ups and pay-offs, all moving the story forward and building toward the ending pay-off, which resolves the conflict."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

As you reach the third act and the setups from the first act are being paid off, it gives a feeling of wholeness. At that point, the setups that seemed trivial take on a new meaning and it all comes together.


32. Create Transitions Between Scenes.

Well written transitions cause a movie to flow effortlessly.

"Remember transitions. Each scene should flow into the next, logically, or be hinted at in a previous scene. Don't make the reader wonder where we are in this scene. Lead them into it. If your two characters will be going out for pizza in the next scene, or are going to rob a bank, hint at that in the previous
scene(s)." 
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

33. Follow the basic description rules. 

When you see a script that is written in past tense or worse yet, flips from present to future to past, etc., it makes it more difficult to read, but it also shows that you're not aware of an industry standard.

"Present tense; crisp, hard hitting and lyrical, economic, consistent references, paragraphs that average two or three lines. Only one or a set of highly related actions in a paragraph. Let the picture tell the tale, do not tell us what doesn't happen. Be sufficiently theatrical."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998


34. Description should be short, precise, and descriptive, but not novelistic.

"Less description is better. Don't write a novel. Don't provide useless description that can't be shown on the screen. When a reader sees blocks and blocks of description; we usually skip over it." 
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

"Write your script in terse screenplay style. Condense your narrative into short, strong sentences. If a novel is a stew, a screenplay is a reduced broth. Keep dialogue pointed and sharp."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
From her article "No Contest! (Ten Faux
Pas of Screenwriting Contestants)"

"I get a lot of comments on my descriptions. I like short sentences, exclamation points every once in a while and I don't capitalize anything except the characters."
Jack Bennett
Winner eShay's 2002 contest
Wisconsin TV Pilot Contest, 2002

35. Give us characters we can remember. 

With the initial character description, you're allowed to add in a sentence that gets to the essence of the character, even if you can't see it on the screen.

Example: JILL SAWHOUSE (24) barrels through the door and glares at Don. She's the size of a linebacker with bulldog aggressiveness that would cause a normal man to piss his pants.

"Quickly and effectively describe characters as you introduce them. Give an age (or age range) for lead and supporting players. Sketch characters' physical description so that readers have something to imagine and build upon."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
From her article "No Contest! (Ten Faux
Pas of Screenwriting Contestants)"


36. Create a world with your description.

With the right words, a few short sentences can create a world. Then each scene, character, and even the dialogue can reinforce and build on the initial description of your story's world.

"Good description sets the stage for readers to immerse themselves inside the story, as well as grasp a quick ynderstanding of the depths of the character."
Paula Hamilton
Second Round Reader
Austin Heart of Film
Screenwriting Contest

37. Show, don't tell. 

Your description not only puts your characters into action, it can also give us insights into who they are by "showing" how they take those actions.

"One of the first rules a screenwriter learns is 'Show, don't tell.' Try and keep this in mind when you're developing your characters. They should have their own quirks that make them who they are, just like regular, normal everyday people.
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest


38. Strong Verbs and Nouns.

Robert Mckee, (STORY) says "To write vividly, avoid generic nouns and verbs with adjectives and adverbs attached and seek the name of the thing: Not 'The carpenter uses a big nail,' but 'The carpenter hammers a SPIKE.' Spike pops a vivid image in the reader's mind. . . . Use the most specific, active verbs and concrete nouns possible. . . . Fine film description requires an imagination and a vocabulary."

McKee's rule is simple: Concrete nouns, active verbs, no modifiers.

39. Make your dialogue natural. 

Most people don't speak like an English professor and neither should your characters. If you listen to the people in your life, you'll hear all kinds of disjointed sentences and speaking patterns that are so much a part of our culture that it just blends into the background.

"Dialogue should be sharp and realistic - sometimes fractured, sometimes interrupted, sometimes trailing off, but never wasted.
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.


40. Give each character a distinct voice.

If you've created unique characters, then pour that uniqueness into their dialogue. Have them speak out of their own biases, agendas, emotions and cultural backgrounds.

"Dialogue is a tricky thing. Those who master it can cover a multitude of sins in their scripts. Make each character's voice unique and the reader will have no trouble remembering who is who." 

"The best writers are able to give main characters
such distinctive voices that readers can identify
the players JUST BY their dialogue."
Elizabeth A. Stevens
Reader for Final Draft competition,
Fortis Films, Bel-Air Entertainment
and others.

41. Don't use dialogue to "tell" the story. 

When a character explains what is going on in the story, the
audience loses the experience and is left with a guided tour.

"Dialogue is important when developing a character. You want the words to stay true to their form. Try not to overdo voice-overs. Again, 'Show, don't tell,' is a very important lesson here, because you don't want to tell the audience something they can see for themselves."
John Painz
WordsFromHere.com
Screenwriting Contest

"Actors and directors and the audience hate to hear a character verbally explaining what he or she is thinking, planning, worrying about, or is going to do, or did in the past. Action! Show it, don't tell it!"
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival


42. Avoid Cliches.

While cliches can deliver meaning and feel familiar in real life,
in a script, they seem old and overused.

"Avoid too many cliches in characterizations, dialogue, actions and reactions. Do something new and interesting. Avoid like the plague having your actors speak long lines of exposition!"
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

43. Write Snappy dialogue. 
Short, fun, interesting, in-your-face dialogue makes a script feel more alive. It creates a quicker read and gives the script a rhythm.

"Snappy and crisp, avoid long speeches; stick to your character's voices. Subtext."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998


44. Write Memorable Dialogue.

If you watch actors tell why they chose a part, many times, their answer is something like "I just wanted to be that character, saying those lines."

"Write your dialogue and scenes for specific actors you may have in mind, and imagine them reading your script to see if they'd like to play the parts. Give the stars and lead characters the best lines and the best action. Try to write memorable dialogue &/or memorable action. The actors and the directors love it and this stuff sticks in the audiences' minds."
Elizabeth English
Founder & Executive Director
Moondance International Film Festival

45. Rewrite it until it is amazing. 

You've probably heard the saying "writing is rewriting." In screenwriting, it is the rewriting that gives you the opportunity
to polish your script to a glowing sheen. This is where your professionalism really shows.

"The best chance you have is to rewrite, rewrite and rewrite. My advice is to look around for inexpensive critiques. A hundred bucks spent here or there isn't much but it has really helped all four of my scripts."
Jack Bennett
Winner eShay's 2002 contest
Wisconsin TV Pilot Contest, 2002


"The truism about a script never being "finished" is pretty accurate. The draft that I won with was probably the seventh or eight draft of this script. Although I had been working on other scripts over the past year or so, I kept coming back to this one and tweaking it here and there, making subtle improvements. Whenever I complete a new draft, I feel like the script is finally "done" and there's nothing left to do to improve it. But put it down for a few weeks and come back to it, and sure enough, I notice something here or there that can be improved, and the rewriting starts all over again.

You never really know when the script is "ready".
The moral of the story is to just keep on rewriting."
Al LaSorte
Grand Prize Winner
Fade In Screenwriting Awards 2002


46. Have a body of work to show.

If you're pitching a producer with only one story, it is a pretty short conversation. But if you have a back-up script or even a great idea, you may be able to turn that same conversation into a career.

"Have a body of completed work ready to go, two or three additional scripts, so if your winner garners no interest you can answer the inevitable question, "What else do you have?" I failed on this count and it cost me in terms of the many opportunities that winning opened up. I wasn't ready. Soon as you win, go on a blitz campaign to gain agency representation; if you're already repped, have your agent push your winning script hard, and if you're nor repped, market it hard yourself.

It is not uncommon for the industry to pass on scripts that win competitions, so having other work ready is paramount."
Sean Rooney
Winner Breckenridge
Screenplay Competition 1998

47. Have a plan! 

If you're entering contests as a method of marketing your scripts and/or creating your career as a screenwriter, then you'll want to include other forms of marketing, also.

"I would tell a good writer that in order to increase his/her chances in competitions to: be sure to write something unique, develop your own voice and most important...don't depend on competitions to get you where you want to go. Make entering contests a very small part of your overall game plan. Work on what you can control."
Patrice Williams
Reader - Carl Sautter Competition

Of course, your campaign might include query letters, networking, calls to producers, attending industry events, and others. 

ONCE YOU'VE WON A CONTEST, THEN WHAT?

48. Create your own buzz.

Take control of your success. Generate as much heat as you can and take full advantage of every opportunity.

"I would recommend that a contest winner create his/her own buzz -- write a press release, send it out to the trade magazines. Use it in your queries."
Jami Deise
Winner "Best Horror Screenplay"
Screamfest, 2002

49. Use the win to set up meetings. 

Many times, I've heard writers complain that they won a contest and no one called them. That contest win can get you in the door, but you will probably be the one who needs to initiate the call.

It can be as simple as this:

"Hi, I'm (name) and I just won the Blah Blah contest for a script about (3 to 5 words). I'm wondering if I can send you a query letter or one-page synopsis about it?"

Most of the time, a simple request like that will start a relationship. Be prepared with short answers to the obvious questions about the contest, the script, your writing background and any others you can think of.

"If you are a Finalist in the Nicholl, or win the Nicholl, take advantage of it. If you don't live in LA you must truly work hard to get meetings the week you are there. It's not that hard, actually. When people read your script and respond to it, let them know you're going to be in LA the week of "whatever" and would love to meet with them. Tell them your calendar is already filling up. As soon as you know the official Nicholl schedule, start fitting in meetings at other times.

I suggest the Max Adams (another Nicholl Fellow) book,"THE SCREENWRITER'S SURVIVAL GUIDE, or Guerilla Meeting Tactics and other Acts of War" to plan your strategy. Go a week early, if you have enough meetings. Stay a few days after. But take advantage of that window of opportunity and get into offices and meet people."
Patricia (Pooks) Burroughs
Winner Nicholl 2001

50. Contact anyone who passed on the script earlier.

You will find that the increase in credibility will cause producers to reconsider their relationship with you.

"My win was just announced a few days ago, (actually awarded 3/31/03), so it's a bit early to tell what winning this contest will do for me. But as soon as I got the news I e-mailed a few prodcos who had passed on earlier versions of this script and told them about the win. All of them e-mailed back immediately, asking me to send the new version. So, at least for now, it's helped open some doors. With all the contests out there, I was a little surprised at this. I guess it really does give you some instant credibility."
Al LaSorte
Grand Prize Winner
Fade In Screenwriting Awards 2002


51. Always believe in yourself and your ability to achieve your goals.

Anyone who has ever made it in this industry went through a huge learning curve. They experienced ups and downs, rejections and acceptance. Many of them lived with doubts for years before winning a major contest or getting an agent. But they kept at it.

Surprisingly enough, the same people who will pass on your work early on will call you a "born screenwriter" once you succeed. There are three things that will make you successful.

A. Never give up.

People usually give up when they focus on what they haven't achieved, instead of what they have. If you don't win one contest, but your writing improved during that time period, you're that much closer to your goal. Acknowledge how much your writing has improved and enter another contest.

As long as you're moving forward in some way, you're still in the running. So stick with it.

B. Build a network.
Start with who you already know and start building more contacts. Who do your friends know? Who can you meet at industry meetings or your local screenwriting club or at a conference or in a Internet discussion group like Greatscripts.

C. Keep learning.
Remember, if you improve your writing by 1/3rd of a percent per day, you'll be a 100% better writer at the end of a year. Then you'll be 100% better at the end of the next year. Sooner or later, you'll be one of the greatest writers around.

I've listed the Great Screenwriting Series below because it is the fastest way I know of to dramatically improve your screenwriting. It has received rave reviews from hundreds of screenwriters who have taken it.

"No matter what level your writing is currently at, taking Hal Croasmun's Subtext Class and Great Screenwriting Series will prove to be the best investment in your future you've ever made as a writer. You will see instantaneous improvements and you'll advance well beyond your dreams."
Suzye Marino

In 45 days, you'll write 27 scenes, each focusing on one of 27 essential screenwriting skills. As you read through the list of skills taught, keep asking yourself what your writing will be like if you improve each skill by 10% to 50% during the class. 

If you like the answer you get, join us.

Again, I'd like to extend a special thanks to our "Contest Experts" who provided expertise and time to make this happen. You can see their info at http://www.scriptforsale.com/contestpeople.htm

I hope you've found these tips to be valuable. Even more important, it is my hope that you succeed in winning contests and having the career of your choice.

Hal Croasmun

http://www.scriptforsale.com 
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