
STANDARD SCREENPLAY FORMAT: The RULZ 

by Lydia Antonini 

The format of a screenplay is the “language” that tells us precisely what is going 
at every moment in every scene.  The First AD (Assistant Director) and the 
Production Manager can identify elements in the script (characters, locations, 
props, fx, etc.) that will impact the schedule and the budget, the actors will be 
able to spot their lines easily, and the director will have a blueprint from which he 
can create the shooting script. 

A reading script shouldn’t have scene numbers.  All subsequent drafts should 
have scene numbers.  In the shooting script, scene numbers progress 
consecutively each time the story takes us to a new location, inserted shot, or 
angle so that each photographic subject and scene is clearly named. 

The first person to read your script and arguably the most important is the Script 
Reader at the agency or production company.  If you don’t use standard format 
you make the reader’s life much harder and you don’t want to make the reader’s 
life harder. 

A reader should be able to get through your script in less than 2 hours.  The 
standard screenplay format is designed so that each page will average about a 
minute of screen time.  When I was reading theatrical scripts (roughly 25 a 
week), I could guess how long a movie would be simply by the weight of the 
script.  It’s that precise.  If a script is too long and not formatted properly, it was 
unlikely that I would get all the way to the end.  Your job as a screenwriter is to 
get me to the last page.  Screenplay format helps you do this by providing a 
framework that is easy on the eye - the reader can scan lines, figure out exactly 
what is going on in the least amount of words and then ideally the writing 
disappears and the story takes over. 

Oh yeah… quick aside before I forget… don’t use the work fuck in the title… 
seriously… if you write titles that poorly, the chances that you’ll write a good 
script are slim to none.  I have read many a script with Fuck in the title… and 
they have all wasted my time horribly. 

Oh… but you are an artist so you need to be able to break the rules…  Right…  
Don’t kid yourself, if you don’t know the rules you can’t break them.  There is a 
great deal of power and effect in breaking format rules and you will get my 
attention as a reader, but if there’s not a really good reason (and there aren’t 
many) then you look like an amateur who is ignoring the rules and worse who’s 
not in control of the story. 

 



But wait… why should you learn the rules if you can just buy Final Draft or some 
other screenwriting software?  C’mon who needs to know this stuff?   

Answer: Your script is a presentation of your story… you need to know how it’s 
being presented so that you can tell that story to the best of your ability.  You 
can’t afford to have a spelling or punctuation or format mistake.  Just one, 
anywhere on those 110 pgs and your reader will remember it. 

Now… finally… the rules!!! 



RULE 1 – Black text on white 8 ½ x 11 paper 

RULE 2 – Courier 12 point font 

RULE 3 – Rule 1 & Rule 2 CANNOT BE BROKEN!!!! 

RULE 4 - MARGINS 

For each page: (measurements can be vary from these measurements by 
1/10’s of inches but must be standard throughout script. 

LEFT MARGIN=1.5" and RIGHT MARGIN= 1.0"  
TOP MARGIN=1.0" and BOTTOM MARGIN=1.0"  

Yes, the left margin seems too big but scripts are generally 3-hole 
punched and fastened with brads, these margins allow for the type to 
appear clean and centered on the page. 

Not using brads? Doesn’t matter.  You mess with this then you’ll start 
messing up the 1 pg = 1 minute average. 

For the words on each page: 

Slug lines and scene descriptions are flush left and should wrap at the 
right margin. 

Dialogue has a left margin of 2.5" and a right margin of 2.5" 

Character names over their respective dialogue have a left margin of 3.5" 

Parenthetical direction within dialogue has a left margin of 3" and a right 
margin of 3" 

Scene transitions such as CUT TO and FADE OUT have a left margin of 
6.0" or flush right. 

RULE 5 - PAGE NUMBERS  

Upper right hand corner of the page – skip page 1 (i.e. no page number), 
begin with page 2.  It is often common and useful to put a period after 
page numbers so that they do not get confused with scene numbers. 

RULE 6 - SPACING  

Scene description & dialogue blocks are single spaced. Everything else is 
separated by double spacing.  



RULE 7 – SCENE NUMBERS  

For a shooting script or a script that you would like someone to give 
specific notes one, you should use scene numbers. 

Scene numbers are sequential beginning with 1 and are placed on the 
same line as the scene slug in both the right and left margin.  When a 
scene is added between an existing scene, that scene is labeled with the 
same number followed by A (and then B if more are added).   

Omitted scenes are still represented in a shooting script with their 
assigned scene number followed by the word OMIT.  This allows everyone 
reading the script to properly track changes that have been made. 

RULE 8 - SCENE SLUGS 

For every new scene- i.e. when the action changes location (physical or 
temporal) there is a new scene slug.   

The slug tells us 3 things – Setting, Location and Time of Day.   

Always all caps… always. 

Example: 

INT.  KIT’S CLASSROOM – NIGHT 

 
SETTING: 2 choices interior (always INT.) or exterior (always EXT.)  
Everything enclosed is INT, everything outside is EXT.  

LOCATION: Double space then Location.  Quick and dirty… briefly 
describe the type of place we are in… don’t overdue it on the adjectives.   
One should be enough.  Remain consistent with the location names 
throughout screenplay. EXT. KIT’S CLASSROOM is always referred to as 
KIT’S CLASSROOM.  You can get a little fancy if you want. EXT. NEW 
SCHOOL, KIT’S CLASSROOM – but remember to be as brief as you can. 

TIME OF DAY: always a dash btwn location and time of day.  Generally 
expressed as DAY or NIGHT though DAWN or SUNSET works to – if you 
need to say more then one word then put it in the scene description. 

 

 

(setting)         (location)              (time of day) 



RULE 9 - SCENE BREAKS  

Every sequence (set of scenes that lead up to a strong chance in dramatic 
action) ends with a Scene Break.  This tool helps you pace out the rhythm 
of your story.   

Generally use the below and place in the right margin- 

CUT TO: and 2 blank lines means very little time has passed 

DISSOLVE TO: and 2 blank lines means some time has passed 

FADE OUT: and 2 lines means a lot of time has passed 

RULE 10 - CONTINUED – or CONT’D 

Use when a character’s lines or a scene description must appear on the 
next page.  Put CONT’D on the bottom of the first page, flush right; you 
may also at your discretion put CONT’D at the top of the following page, 
flush left.   

Try to avoid doing this, as it breaks up the pace.  Instead just put the 
whole description on the next page provided that you are leaving less than 
a 1/3 of the page blank. 

RULE 11 - SCENE DESCRIPTION  

Tells us what the characters are doing, their relationships to each other 
and their environment.  You can also briefly describe your characters.  
Too many details will slow the reader’s pace.  Be precise and fluid.  All 
single spaced.  There will be times when you have to write a pretty lengthy 
scene description.  Try to create pacing for the reader by keeping each 
block about 4 to 6 lines long.  Do not let your scene descriptions feel like 
prose. 

*When introducing a new character into the screenplay.  Put their name in 
all caps.  Only once… this will signal to the reader that the character is 
new.  Also Capitalize important props and sounds.  

*Avoid Camera direction in the reading script… it will take your reader out 
of the story and into the production of the story.  

 

 



RULE 12- DIALOGUE 

The character’s name is always in all caps.  If the character is not visible 
in the scene, you may add a vocal direction which is always in 
parentheses and following the actor’s name - (Off Screen) (Voice Over).  

Below the Character’s name in parentheses you may place direction 
specific for that character.  Please note you should only do this when you 
really need to highlight an emotional state or a plot specific action.         
Ex. (shaking) or (cracking gum).   

Then write the lines. Then write dialogue using the margins from Rule #3. 

Never leave the reader with a Character’s name on the bottom of a page 
and the dialogue on the next. Never.  

RULE 13- TITLE PAGE 

Center the Title about 1/3 down on the page then 4-6 lines down, still 
centered is the by line.  At the bottom, right corner should be the name of 
the person/company submitting the script and their contact information. 

For a submission or reading script, don’t put anything else… especially not 
dates or draft numbers. You never want to date your material before the 
first read… so no dates, revision numbers, draft numbers, etc.  

Feel free to use whatever font and point size you like- just keep it as 
simple as you can. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A good source for more screenplay format information: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/scriptsmart/ 
 
Scriptsmart is a free website that supplies templates for writers and has an online 
of archive of BBC scripts.  It’s a good place to explore the different formats used 
for different types of scripts.  There are also some great Q&A’s from both writers 
and industry executives. 

 

About Lydia: 

Lydia Antonini is a student in the Media Studies Department.  She has worked in 
development in both independent film and cable television.  As you have seen, 
she is something of an expert on the subject of proper formatting for the 
screenplay standard that is used in both TV and Motion Pictures. Read this 
document with care.  All thanks to Lydia for these detailed and engaging notes. 

She currently works in Development and Production at TV Land/ Nick@Nite and 
can be reached at Lydia@alumni.nd.edu   
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