
  

 

FORMATTING FOR WRITERS 

 

SCREENPLAYS 

 

THE BASICS 

• 90-120 pages  

• Courier 12pt font  

• 8 1/2" x 11" (bright white three-hole punched paper if 
printed) 

• One formatted script page in Courier font equals 
roughly one minute of screen time.  

• MARGINS must be set at 1 inch for top, right and 
bottom, and 1.5 at the left for the inclusion of brads. 

• Paragraphs are always single-spaced 

• Page numbers upper right EXCEPT THE FIRST PAGE 

• Every screenplay begins with the words FADE IN: 

FORMAT FOR THE VARIOUS ELEMENTS: 

SCENE HEADING (slugline) 
Indent: Left: 0.0" Right: 0.0" Width: 6.0"  ALL CAPS 

Example: INT. A COMEDY CLUB - NIGHT    

“INT.” or “EXT.” establishes that the scene takes place 
indoors (interior) or outdoors (exterior) 

SUBHEADER 
Indent: Left: 0.0" Right: 0.0" Width: 6.0"  ALL CAPS 

When the shot somehow changes within the scene (CLOSE ON THE 
GLASS) or there is a good deal of INTERCUTting between two 
different locations, subheaders come into play.  I urge 
writers to stay away from them unless they are vital to the 
story-telling. Overuse of subheaders tends to feel as though 
the writer is trying to direct the film on the page.  It 
irritates directors when we do that.  (By shifting focus 
from one aspect of a scene to another with language, we can 
do some of that anyway but don’t tell the director’s that.  
Let them feel as though they’re figuring it out for 
themselves) 

  



  

 

Action 
Indent: Left: 0.0" Right: 0.0" Width: 6.0" 

This makes up all the narrative description, the things that 
appear on screen.  Some development people refer to it 
dismissively as “blackstuff” because it fills the page with 
darkness and therefore requires more of their attention to 
read it. 

• Written in the present tense 

• Reads best in the active voice 

• Contains the visual portion of the storytelling 

CHARACTER 
Indent: Left: 
2.0" Right+: 
0.0" Width: 
4.0"  ALL CAPS 

Character names also show up in all caps when they are first 
introduced in the script.  (In some cases they get capped 
when the intent is for focus to shift to them in the course 
of the action) 

Dialogue 
Indent: Left: 1.0" Right: 1.5" 
Width: 3.5" Proper sentence 
case. (Capitalized first 
letter of the sentence) 

(Parenthetical) 
Indent: Left: 1.5" 
Right: 2.0" Width: 
2.5" 

• USE SPARINGLY 

• Describes line 
delivery 
(brightly) OR 

• Action 
connected to 
the line 
(Smiling) 

• Use ONLY if 
unavoidable 
 

  



  

 

Extension 
Placed after the character's name, in parentheses 

These abbreviated technical notes indicate how the voice 
will be heard.  

• (VO)  -- Voice Over 

• (OC)  -- Off Camera 

• (OS) -- Off Screen 

• (CONT) – Continued 

 

Transition 
Indent: Left: 
4.0" Right: 
0.0" Width: 
2.0" 

Some writers 
leave these out 
entirely as 
they are 
instructions 
for the editor 
and may only 
show up in 
shooting 
scripts.  
Others (myself 
included) use 
them when a 
particular 
transition is 
needed for 
rhythm or 
implication.  
(Dissolves tend 
to imply 
passage of 
time.  Cuts or 
fades have very 
different 
rhythmic 
implications 
and so on. 

• CUT TO:  
• DISSOLVE TO:  
• SMASH CUT:  
• QUICK CUT:  
• FADE TO:  



  

SHOT 
Indent: Left: 0.0" Right: 0.0" Width: 6.0" 

Formatted like SUBHEADERS, and just as dangerous, these 
may show up in shooting scripts but should be minimized 
in a spec script.  Again, putting them in when not 
absolutely necessary feels like an encroachment on the 
director’s territory.  

• ANGLE ON --  
• EXTREME CLOSE UP --  
• PAN TO --  
• LIAM'S POV --  



  

 

PROSE 

• Set the margins for your document at 1 inch (or 3cm) on all four sides. 

• Align to the left-hand side only. 

• Use twelve-point Times New Roman in black type only.  

• double spaced  

• no extra spaces between paragraphs. 

• Single space between sentences after periods. (This is a change from what older 

writers learned because computers more clearly space things than typewriters) 

• Indent new paragraphs and each new section of dialogue, except the opening 

paragraph of a chapter or scene break. Set indentation to 1.25cm in Word 

through Format->Paragraph->Section. 

• Indicate scene breaks by inserting a blank line and centering the hash sign (#) in 

the center of the line. 

• Insert a key word from the title in the top right header with the page number and 

your last name. E.g., Brody - Formatting - page 1 

• Begin chapters on new pages. Center the chapter title about one-third of the way 

down the page. Skip two spaces and begin the text of the chapter. 

• Center a hash sign (#) one double-spaced blank line down at the end of the 

manuscript. Or, simply write The End.  

• Use italics for italicized words. Never underline in novel manuscripts. (This is a 

change from what older writers learned because italics were not an option with a 

standard typewriter) 

Your title page should include: 

• The name of the work. 

• Your approximate word count, to the nearest hundred. 

• Your contact details formatted in the same font and size as the manuscript font. 

• Copyright details. 

• Your agent’s details, if you have an agent. 

 



  

 

 

 

 



  

 

TELEVISION FORMATTING GETS WEIRD 

SINGLE CAMERA television (hour-longs and some half-hour comedies) generally get formatted 

much the same as screenplays with the exception that they are broken into acts if they’re for 

commercial television. 

MULTI-CAMERA HALF-HOURS (sit-coms) change from series to series. Some shows use ALL CAPS 

for all the action and parentheticals.  Also, dialogue is almost universally double-spaced for sit-

coms. 

I believe almost all sit coms do a new page at the start of each new scene and at each act break.  

(This may not be universal) 

 

 

 

  

For all film and television scripts I strongly 

recommend the industry standard software Final 

Draft. I also use it for plays. It offers pre-built 

templates to save you trouble of building out a 

lot of style sheets in Word and automatically sets 

things like keeping character names with the 

subsequent dialogue, so it doesn’t split between 

pages. 


