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INTRODUCTION
In the past, when I submitted a paper script to 

a producer or competition, I imagined the reader 
curled up on a big comfy couch with a warm cup 
of tea taking his or her time reading my words. 
This allowed me to take my time to lovingly 
draw out an image, scene or character, slowly 
weaving my tale around lyrical prose — imagin-
ing the reader drifting his or her finger across the 
page, and maybe even dog-earing a few choice 
pages.

But as I loaded up my Kindle with ten scripts 
for a major script competition that I’m a reader 
for, knowing they needed to be read and cri-
tiqued in a quick turnaround, I realized at best 
script readers are rushed, at worst, they are re-
ally rushed. And really rushed does not usually 
show itself curled up on a big comfy couch with a 
warm cup of tea.

The comfy couch and tea aside, reading a 
script on a tablet or device does not allow for 
“dog-earing” pages- because there are not pages 
to dog-ear.  Likewise, taking time to “lovingly 

draw out an image,” is also an issue- both of 
whether or not you should spend time doing it, 
and of how those words will be presented. Be-
cause, once a script is reduced to simply being 
another “window” open on the “desktop,” the 
urge of the writer to answer that text, email, surf 
the web, or perhaps even spending a moment 
watching that great scene of the movie or TV 
show open on yet another window on his or her 
desktop. 

So then, along with every other content cre-
ator, the screenwriter is now in a fight for “eyes.”

VISUAL PRESENTATION
Because of this, writers must put a greater em-

phasis on the script’s “visual presentation,” both 
the words used and how they appear on a screen. 
To be clear, base screenwriting rules still apply: 
write an absorbing story featuring compelling 
characters overcoming life affirming or challeng-
ing obstacles using visual and expressive descrip-
tions, coupled with dialogue that comes from 
character, rather than a writer. Do this and you’re 
ahead of most folks. 

Cutting, et al (2011), in a study titled, “Quick-
er, faster, darker: Changes in Hollywood film 
over 75 years,” measured 160 English-language 
films released from 1935 to 2010 and documented 
four linear changes—shot length, motion, the 
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coupling of shot length with motion, and lumi-
nance, noting that “contemporary films have 
more motion and movement than earlier films” 
(p. 569). They suggest “these changes are signa-
tures of the evolution of popular film; they do not 
reflect changes in film style” (p. 569).  And those 
films come from scripts that have changed.

Years ago, a 
120-page script was 
the norm. But the 
average length of 
the 2013 Black List, 
a list of favorite 
unproduced scripts 
chosen by 250 film 
executives, was just 
111 pages (Mayes, 
2013,  para. 11). 
Similarly, screen-
writing author and script consultant, Ray Morton 
(2013), writing for Scriptmag.com, listed,  “The 
script is short – between 90 and 110 pages,” as 
his #1 “Sign of a Promising Spec Script.”  This 
is due to, as Cutting, et al  (2011) found, films 
themselves featuring more visual language and 
expressive style, and of course, action. So, “He 
gives chase,” on a script page can be a 5-minute 
sequence on screen. 

Therefore, the screenwriter’s urge to “direct” 
a scene with words, describing the weather, each 
location, each prop, and each character in detail, 
must be replaced with words to describe what 
the reader needs to move on in the story.

The first scene of Gran Torino by Nick Schenk 
illustrates this point:

INT. CHURCH

We’re at the funeral of Dorothy Kowalski. In 
attendance are mostly old folks, their offspring 
and several bored teenagers.

WALT KOWALSKI stands towards the front 

of the church. He speaks to an older MAN in a 
bulky, out-of-date suit.

And IF more detailed descriptions are made, 
they better pay off by revealing something about 
character. Moments later, Schenk continues:

Walt Kowalski 
looks young for his 
age. He has slate 
blue eyes, physi-
cally fit and has 
had the same buzz 
cut hairstyle since 
getting out of the 
military in 1953.

Walt is also a 
perfectionist. Noth-
ing escapes his 

hawklike eyes, eyes that pierce and judge.

Walt looks around at how the young people 
have dressed at his wife’s funeral. His eyes nar-
row at his GRANDDAUGHTER’s belly button 
ring.

WALT
Jesus Christ.

Walt’s two sons, MITCH and STEVE, watch 
their father from across the pews.

MITCH
Look at the Old Man glaring at Ashley. He 

can’t even tone it down at Mom’s funeral?

STEVE
What do you expect? Dad’s still living in the 

‘50s. He expects his granddaughter to dress a 
little more modestly.

Here, Schenk tells the reader who Walt is  and 
sets up the main conflict of the movie: Walt’s 
relationship to kids in general, his kids in par-
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ticular. (These details will pay off later when we 
see Walt’s relationship develop with his young 
neighbor, a Hmong boy named, Tao). Schenk uses 
dialogue and elaborate descriptions in conjunc-
tion to move the story forward.

Additionally, the writing is clean. The descrip-
tions are not dense; the script starts with four 
paragraphs, but only two lines each-- every ac-
tion or description getting its own sentence. It is 
an easy read. And it is in these first few pages of 
a script that the writer establishes not only char-
acter and story, but also his or her own credibility 
as a writer. 

This credibility is shown immediately by 
how much writing is on the page. With each new 
script I read, turning a page only to see dense 
paragraphs of text causes my spine to stiffen. But 
turning a page and seeing a low word to white 
space ratio, perhaps coupled with the sparse use 
of bold, italic, or underline, conveys to me that 
the writer has, what Morton (2013) says, “figured 
out how to focus, structure, edit, and pace his/
her story so that it can play out in the proper 
amount of time” (para. 3). And made the script, 
an “easy read.” 

In my time as a script reader, I often found 
that even when the story or characters got con-
fusing, if the writing was clean and easy, I’d give 
the script a few more pages. And sometimes, 
these “few more” pages were enough to hook me 
back into the script. The converse is also true…if 
the writing is bad it’s hard to give the script (and 
writer) the benefit of the doubt.

The 2014 Oscar Nominated script Nebraska 
written by Bob Nelson, immediately shows how 
an easy read can establish the credibility of the 
writer. The script offers simple introductory de-
scriptions in non-dialogue scenes (Scene #6). And 
almost nothing but dialogue in dialogue scenes 
(Scene #7). This creates a lot of white on the 
page—no dense paragraphs, and thus makes the 
description/action lines that much more impor-
tant. 

(Scene 6)

EXT. WOODY AND KATE’S HOUSE - DAY 

A modest home.

Woody and David get out of David’s car. Da-
vid pulls a very full laundry basket from his back 
seat.

They go inside the kitchen door.

(Scene 7)
INT. WOODY AND KATE’S KITCHEN -  

CONTINUOUS 

KATE GRANT awaits them wearing a faded 
floral housecoat. The house has a tired, 70s-era 
décor. David puts his basket in the laundry room 
at one end of the kitchen.

KATE
You dumb cluck. You pretty near
gave me a heart attack!

WOODY
Now just cool your jets.

KATE
This is the second time he’s tried to sneak 

out. I never knew the son of-a-bitch even wanted 
to be a millionaire. He should have thought about 
that years ago and worked for it.

DAVID
What would you do with a million dollars any-

way, Dad?

WOODY
Buy a new truck.

DAVID
You can’t drive.

WOODY
I’ll get my license back.
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Recognizing that most scripts are not as well-
written as Gran Torino or Nebraska, these script 
do, however, show how writers can overcome the 
new obstacle of reading off of tablets and devices. 
The easiest way is doing what both Schenk and 
Nelson do: use a few short, declarative sentences, 
which creates descriptions and actions that are 
not dense

Along with the visual presentation, as Cut-
ting, et al (2011) 
added, “[t]he 
physical form of 
popular film has 
changed over the 
last 75 years and 
seems likely to 
continue to do 
so. Here we have 
documented four 
linear changes. We 
believe that all of 
them have been created by filmmakers seeking to 
control the attention of their viewers…” (p. 575).

But before a filmmaker can control the atten-
tion of the viewer, the screenwriter has to control 
the attention and reading experience of the script 
reader—an increasingly lost game.

LOSS OF CONTROL
According to the New York Times, quoting 

from a study by the Association of American 
Publishers and the Book Industry Study Group, 
“e-books now account for 20 percent of publish-
ers’ revenues, up from 15 percent in 2011” (2013, 
p. B3).” Likewise, High Schools and colleges 
across the country are following the lead set by 
the nation’s second-largest school system, the 
Los Angeles Unified School District, who spent 
30 million dollars to provide every student in the 
district an iPad (Blume, 2013). As more and more 
textbooks are created for tablets, a generation of 
readers is being primed to read off tablets and 
devices. This will likely be accelerated by Apple’s 
introduction of iBook Author, its ad claiming “an 

amazing app that allows anyone to create beauti-
ful iBooks Textbooks — and just about any other 
kind of book — for iPad and Mac.” (2016).

But with the tablets, devices, and screens 
comes, for the first time ever, a loss of control 
over how a script itself, not just the words, will 
appear to the reader, something over which the 
writer has historically held dominion.

On paper, a screenwriter has had control over 
the presentation of 
scenes by adding a 
few extra carriage 
returns or extend-
ing a margin in 
choosing where a 
page break comes; 
holding back some-
thing, only to have 
it revealed once the 
page is turned. An 
early draft of the 

2010 Oscar nominated 127 Hours, by Danny Boyle 
& Simon Beaufoy does just that. 

In this scene, Aron, the hiker who will soon 
find himself caught between the Scylla and 
Charybdis, shows two female hikers a lake that 
can only be reached by shimmying between two 
rocks, 60 feet in the air—and letting go! This ac-
tion, around page 15:

There’s a lot of air below him, a feeling of the 
vertiginous as much from the echo and the re-
flected light from the dome.

ARON 
All right. Now, all you gotta remember is that 

everything will be okay.

He lets go.

And we see him drop 60 feet into the most 
exquisite emerald blue pool. Megan screams, has 
a heart attack.

KRISTI
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Oh my God! Oh my God!

INT. CAVE. DAY.

They can’t see him, only hear the explosive 
crack of man on water. He could be dead.

MEGAN
Jesus! Are you okay? Aron? Aron? 

KRISTI
Listen to the guy. He’s okay.

Kristi says he’s okay, but it’s not until the 
reader turns the page that he or she finds out the 
truth because the writer has intensified the un-
certainty of the moment by forcing the reader to 
turn the page, revealing: 

Aron fills the cathedral dome with his version 
of a Phish song at the top of his voice.

ARON
C’mon, you gotta come down here. 

Screenwriters have played with the question 

of whether to reveal a moment at the bottom of a 
page or the top of the next for a long time. Now 
however, as scripts are read off of screens, this 
cherished characteristic of a paper script has been 
replaced with Page Up/Down and “Swiping”—
all controlled with the flick of the reader’s finger.

Thankfully though, a study by the Research 
Unit Media Convergence of Johannes Gutenberg 
University Mainz (JGU) offers a silver lining 
in the demise of the paper script, and hope for 
the screenwriter. It found that, “information is 
processed more easily when a tablet PC is em-
ployed.” (Science Daily, 2011, para. 2).

So, perhaps in the coming years as paper 
scripts disappear, and script reading is confined 
to screens, writers can describe the weather, each 
location, each prop, each character in detail, since 
the reader will more likely process the informa-
tion and draw a more clear picture in his or her 
mind as they swipe to the next page. 

*Note: Scripts selections are from production 
scripts, or early drafts. Likewise, they may have been 
condensed or merged from two sources. As such, they 
are used only for illustrative purposes.
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