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This is a standard breakdown sheet. It could have come from a computer 
program or pad of paper. Paper works, too, although it’s more difficult than 
using any of the computer scheduling programs. 

So, what’s in the breakdown. Basically, everything… everything  that’s 
mentioned in the script, implied, suggested, or even remotely likely. What 
every character or extra is wearing and carrying. Where everything came from, 
where it was before they had it and where it’s going when they’re done with it. 
You need to know who made it or where to get it, who is going to get it to the 
set and who takes it away after the scene is shot. 

We go through this exercise because it’s impossible to know how much your 
film will cost, how long it will take to shoot, who works when, or what you need 
without a complete breakdown of every element. This “breakdown sheet” is 
most basic way of showing all the bits and pieces that go into a scene or 
documentary sequence.

It doesn’t matter if you’re making a documentary, a feature, a short, an 
animated picture, building a website, or producing a play. You still need to 
figure out what each scene, act, screen, or day of an event will entail. If you 
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can’t predict it exactly, make an educated guess. Then list it in this form or 
something similar.
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What can you tell me about this scene in red? Anyone?

Where are we? A “room,” but do we know where that room is located?

Somewhere, the script holds that information -- or it should. The job of the 
producer, or the AD who breaks down the script, is to find it so you can 
schedule the scene and a location scout can find the room or a set designer 
and scenic crew can create it.

Who are the tall ones? Men? Women? Space aliens? Kids? That info could 
have come earlier in the script, or it might come much later. Either way, it’s 
your job to identify them so they can be cast and scheduled.

They empty their pockets. What was in their pockets? Even if nothing is ever 
mentioned, based on the script, it’s your job to FIGURE OUT what might be in 
those pockets.

They empty them WHERE? On the floor? On a table? Into the toilet?
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What are they wearing? 

And then they finally sit. But on WHAT? And while you’re thinking of all that, try 
to think of what else might be in the room.

Somewhere in the script, you’ll be told, or at least given a hint.
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A lot of work. 

We do all this so we can understand the scope of a film well enough to make a 
schedule.

It’s impossible to develop an accurate budget  -- or any budget, for that matter 
-- without a schedule.

A schedule tells you how long an actor works, how many days off between 
days on set (you’re paying for all of those), which days you need the crane, 
when the helicopter needs to be rented, when you need your expensive 
explosives expert and when you can get by with a bit of effects makeup. 

A schedule determines what kind of deal you can make with your Steadicam
operator (you get a better rate for one solid week of work than five days 
spread across a 2 month shoot).

It’s easy enough to say “we’re shooting for, oh, about eight weeks.” But, on 
which of those days will you need a stunt coordinator? When will you need the 

4



set builders? When and where will you shoot the crowd scene? Night shoots? 
Car chases?

We make schedules so we can make budgets. To make a budget, we need to 
know who’s doing what, how many, when, where, with whom, and for how 
long….
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Traditionally, scripts in the studio system were scheduled by eights. You would 
divide the page into  8 roughly equal parts by line count, and schedule 
accordingly.

How would you schedule a scene like this? The scene here is an eighth of a 
page. 

Page count scheduling is a myth. The concept originated in the early days of 
television when writers were instructed to write one minute of screen time on 
each page. That’s fairly easy in a studio drama or situation comedy – if the 
script is printed in Courier 12, it averages out to a minute a page. 

Unfortunately, this rule does not apply to other kinds of productions. OK, you 
can say that an average script of 120 pages will probably run around 120 
minutes. But, depending on your budget, 

you may have to shoot those 120 pages in 30 days or 60 days or 120.

And that says nothing about what is actually on each page of the script, let 
alone each eighth of each page. Nonetheless, that’s still how we count script 
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pages. It’s just really not a way to make a schedule. 

That has to be done by counting shooting time and setup time. The number of 
screen minutes you’ll shoot in any given time period (hour, day, week) will 
depend on what’s happening in that scene, and, ultimately, the production 
budget.
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So, there are a lot of ways to look at a script.

If you’re actually making the schedule, you need to think in terms of setups. 
How many times does the camera has to move? How long will it take to make 
each move? How do you know that? Experience. Or ask the key crew. 

Or start blocking each scene in your mind’s eye. The time required for any set-
up depends on the degree of technical difficulty of the shot , the complexity of 
the scene, the emotional level of the acting, the quality of the lighting….

If you plan to shoot one page a day, but that page is going to require 30 
setups, your “day” will be more than one day. On the other hand, if you have a 
half‐dozen pages that can be covered with only two or three setups, you may 
be wrapped before lunch.

The quality of your film depend on the number of setups you finish each shoot 
day. If you try to shoot too many setups in a day, neither your director nor your 
crew will have the time to deliver their best work. If you shoot too fast, or try to 
cram too many setups into too little time and budget, you probably won’t get a 
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very good movie.
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Every time the camera moves counts as a new set-up. So what does that 
mean? Any ideas?

Here is a basic list. Depending on the scene, there may be others. You may 
need to set explosives, load guns, get a flying rig ready, position vehicles for a 
chase, clear the road, etc.

How do you figure out what you’re going to need? Read the script. Then 
reread it. Then, if you can, sit down with the director and work out a shooting 
script that outlines all the production requirements. Most of the time, though, 
the director isn’t available, or hasn’t even been hired, because the money has 
yet to be raised. You have figure out what the writer had in mind and what the 
director might want to do, unless you are the director as well as producer. 
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Whether or not you have a director, are the director, or there is no director, 
here are some questions that need to be answered before you can start 
building a schedule:

1. How many hours do you want to shoot per day? Some directors thrive on 18 
hour days. That may be okay, but you’ll have to explain the cost both in dollars 
and morale. Others work no more than eight or ten. (Add a few hours for 
makeup and setup and you’ve got a reasonable shoot day.) Clint Eastwood 
has been known to wrap by lunch. Alfred Hitchcock was known to direct 
without leaving his car.

2. Where did the prop come from in Scene Two? We just saw the actor put it 
down and walk away in Scene One…? Every instance has to be resolved. 
Now’s the time, before the crew is standing around waiting. Or, worse, before 
you have to reshoot to fix it. Yes, finding the logic is YOUR job.

3. Montages can be disasters if you don’t resolve them now. In order to make 
a schedule you have to figure out every scene, shot by shot. Even though the 
script says you’ll shoot EVERY store in town, that’s not likely. So what is?

4. Scripts are creative. Schedules are not. It’s your job to translate flights of 
fancy (“The sky was filled with helicopters!”) into reality. Into a reality that you 
can afford. At $5000 per helicopter, perhaps you’d like to spend your money 

8



elsewhere.

5. This is the hardest of all. You can’t lock it down, but you have to think about 
how each scene will be shot. One setup. Three? Ten?
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You want to start breaking down a script? What tools do you need? To start 
with, you don’t need anything high tech or complicated, just a box of color 
highlighters, a ruler and a couple of Sharpies. Use the highlighters to mark 
each element in the script. Some people don’t like to work with colors, but they 
make it way easier to spot elements when you’re scanning through the script.

Give each element a color. There are no specific rules here, unlike strip 
boards. It is your choice and probably depends at least in part on what’s in the 
box of highlighters that  you bought.

Make a list on the cover page for reference In this script, sets are yellow, 
locations green and so on. When you run out of colors, use colored Sharpies 
to circle other elements. Bold strokes make it easier to see. Don t wear 
anything white when you do this.

You can use your own favorite colors, but whatever you pick, stick with it from 
project to project. Eventually the colors will settle into your brain and you’ll 
know without thinking that blue

means you’re looking at a cast member.

9



If you really like marking things, you can go on and on. Get colors for sound, 
vehicles, animals, whatever.... But only mark the first mention in each scene or 
you’ll turn the pages into a meaningless blur of color.
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Here are some of the things you need to think about when breaking down a 
scene and developing a schedule. Not everything, of course, just some things. 
But it should give you an idea of the level of detail and granularity you need to 
do a good job of breakdown and scheduling. Review the script until you are 
sure that you have covered every detail that could possibly rise up to bite you.  
Then, for each scene, you list all the stated, implied, and even remotely 
possible “elements.”
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Where do we start? How do we start? This is pretty straightforward. You start 
at the beginning, page one of the script. 

If you’re the writer as well, do NOT, I repeat DO NOT number the scenes as 
you write. Look at any really professional script and you will NOT see scene 
numbers. Scene numbers are not a writer’s job. They are for the production 
department. 

Writers should be worrying about keeping the story flowing – that’s their job. 
Most writers aren’t (or shouldn’t be if they are) thinking about how the 
production people will attack their script to turn it into a schedule.

Once the scenes have been numbered by whoever is detailed to do that –
production manager, AD, producer – they should never be changed. This is 
especially true once breakdown and scheduling begin. The confusion that this 
would engender would be earthshaking. Think about it.

Yes, I know that the script will continue to mutate and evolve. There is a 
system to deal with that.  If a page is added between 1 and 2, it MUST be 
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called 1a. If a scene is added between 2

and 3, it must be called X2 so everyone knows it’s a new, inserted scene.  
Think about what would happen if that’s not done. The production department 
and crew use the script as reference to get everything they need ready for the 
day’s hoot. Now, in your mind, you can see the crew all prepared for scene 3 
only to discover that it’s not the scene 3 they thought, but a newly inserted 
scene with different characters and maybe another location…. 

So, put yourself in the position of an AD. How would you number the scenes in 
your script? First, look at the way the scenes are already broken down in the 
script.  Did the writer have it right?
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Of course  we’re going to call the first scene, Scene 1. 

We’re not just looking for those things that are in the script, but for everything 
that’s implied or suggested or essential.
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Everything you do should be bold and easy to see. And you need to look 
ahead and look backward for each scene.

Our main character is walking down Carnaby Street on a sunny day. He meets 
with some characters. Are there any secondary characters or extras? One 
character gets off a bus, but are there any other vehicles in the scene – say, 
taxis, vans, motorbikes? 

What kind of clothes are the characters and extras wearing? Not everything is 
specified in the script. But we will have to deal with that once we start the 
breakdown, and definitely once we start the budget. What about props? Set 
elements? Look forward to see what is specified in future scenes at the same 
location. Some of those things may need to be there from the start.

You’ll need to know this to determine how long it will take to complete the shot 
– how much setup will be needed, and what every department will need to 
bring to set.
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You get the idea. Go through the script and mark out everything in every 
scene. Break scenes logically, by location or set, time of day, different action, 
etc. 

Once you have broken down and marked up the script ready, it’s time to begin 
making a schedule. Today, this is mostly done on the computer using one or 
another scheduling program. But, it was done by hand in the good old days 
(meaning pencil, paper, stripboards, etc.) and you can still do it that way. It 
works just fine. Slow. Tedious. But it works. Most people use computers now.

Scheduling and Script Breakdown

Scheduling is the pre-requisite to budgeting

You will need a Script/treatment with enough detail to answer all questions 
asked by the budgeting process.

producer must often talk with writer or director to clarify issues.

production managers (aka unit managers and line producers) are 
experts in budgeting and in managing production funds.
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Schedule

For feature film production, there is a formal “breakdown” process 
wherein the shooting script is “broken-down” into scenes (or even parts 
of scenes) allowing the producer to create an optimal schedule. Optimal 
meaning the most cost effective way to produce the project.

Before the advent of computers, this process involved something 
called Production Boards consisting of color coded strips of 
cardboard that would fit into a holder that allowed the individual 
strips to be rearranged. Today, specialized scheduling software is 
used to speed the process, but the principle is essentially the 
same, and the software creates electronic versions of the strips 
on a production board. 

Each discrete “scene” is given its own strip – an object with 
boxes that mirrored a vertical column of variable categories for 
each scene. 

These categories included location, actors (there were boxes for 
all the principle actors, so one could quickly see who would be 
needed in which scene), day/night, special equipment, etc. 

The strips can be easily re-arranged by the producer (or 
production manager) to figure out the optimal scheduling, day by 
day. 

To get an idea why Production Boards were so useful and how 
they worked, consider the category of actors. 

On each strip there would be different box for each of the 
principal actors appearing in that particular scene. 

When breaking down the overall script, all the scenes in a 
particular location would be given a color: say pale blue 
for a central location inside a space ship. 

The producer could easily look for all space ship scenes 
(pull the blue strips). Or the producer could pull all those 
strips that had a very highly paid cameo appearance by a 
well known star. 

In planning things out, it might be better to schedule a 
shooting day around the star, even if it meant using 
different locations. 

An understanding of production boards or their digital equivalent 
can help in appreciating the various criteria around which one 
must work when scheduling and budgeting. The two go together. 
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There are computer programs that handle this task today and, in 
fact, there are companies that specialize in production 
breakdowns but you can break down your project via clear 
thinking and careful inventory of all that must be accomplished. 

Schedules are the first step and budgets the second. For documentary 
productions, a schedule will identify interviews, events that are being 
covered, locations that will be shot, size of crew, special technical 
elements, etc.

Whether you are working from dramatic script or documentary 
treatment, you will need to determine, at the very least, the number of 
different locations you will have and how long you will need to shoot at 
each location. (Remember, you need to estimate travel, set-up, and 
breakdown time – not just the time needed for actors to do their thing, 
or to shoot an interview).

When it comes to shooting, your schedule should beak down to 
days. In fact, the budgeting process may require you to figure out 
what you will be shooting hour by hour (and whether you are 
working 8, 10 or 12 hr days – or longer!)

14



There are a number of scheduling programs around, usually paired with 
budgeting software. Ideally, you can plug your schedule right into your budget 
to get a head start on things. We’re using Showbiz Software Scheduling to 
show how the information gets entered and manipulated for a couple of 
reasons. One is that they are located right on 21st St so you can attend training 
if you’re interested. Another is that I think that their budgeting software is a bit 
more flexible and suited for a wider range of projects, and the schedule and 
budget usually work in tandem. But, almost all of these software suites work in 
a similar manner. Gorilla, which is a favorite of a lot of independent producers, 
makes a good scheduling program. So does Entertainment Partners, EP 
Scheduling, originally Movie Magic and now returning as Movie Magic. 

All of them do exactly the same thing. They are essentially highly specialized 
databases. The programs provide specific fields to enter data, and store that 
information in a database that can be manipulated in any number of ways to 
produce all kinds of reports. For example, you can get a list of all the props, or 
all the props associated with a particular actor, or all the props used by that 
actor on a specific set. You get the idea.
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All the scheduling programs have free 30‐day trials. It’s worth trying a few 
before you buy. Although they all do the basically same things, one may suit 
your style of working better than others. And some have a few fancy features 
that you might enjoy. Of course, you can also use Microsoft Project or other 
project management software if you are already familiar with one of them, 
although I find them cumbersome and complex for production scheduling, that 
could just be me. Or, you can do it the old-fashioned way with paper 
breakdown forms and daily calendar strips. After all, it worked for Orson 
Welles and Cecil B. DeMille!

This is the Showbiz Project Info sheet. There’s room for the obvious entries 
about your show, of course, but also room for logos, your production schedule 
and the cast list.
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This is one of the breakdown sheets. It is just like the old printed breakdown 
sheets, with relevant categories and, in this case, drop down menus of 
choices.
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All of the information you enter can be displayed strips like these which 
resemble the old paper strip boards that were used (and are still used) to 
schedule before the advent of the digital revolution. . Each cast member is 
noted with a number to save space and there’s a very brief description of the 
action, interior or exterior, day or night, the location , the number of extras and 
the location. You can replace that data with other information based on your 
project – the number of vehicles, stunts or explosions, special camera units, 
etc.

You create the schedule by manually shifting the strips from the unused 
section into the main schedule and rearanging them as needed.
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This is a template for a schedule that was developed by Kit Laybourne, who 
was the original creator of this course. It is available on Blackboard as a 
downloadable Excel spreadsheet. Of course, you still need to do the 
breakdowns and figure out what will be shot on each day manually, but the 
schedule gives you a good overview of the entire production process. You will 
note here that pre-production and post-production are broken out by week 
while production is detailed by the day. In general, that is the best way to 
approach determining how long it will take to complete your project, since it is 
only necessary to schedule the most complex part of the process in detail.
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All of that is well and good for the world of narrative film, where you know your 
story in advance and can plan everything accordingly. But, what about 
documentary production, where you don’t know what is going to happen,
where you are dealing with often unpredictable people and events. What do 
you do then?

Ask yourself the questions on the slide. Answer them. DO some research. 
After all, you don’t make a documentary film about something in which you 
have no interest! 
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Before you pack up the gear and load the SUV, you should have some idea of 
what you are looking for. You may have done some interviews, or at least 
talked informally with the people you will be filming. You may have visited the 
locations and observed the activities. You may have done some library 
research or spoken with experts. You may actually be involved with the thing 
you are making the film about. Or you may have done all of the these. So, you 
already have some idea of what to expect – not exactly, of course, but a 
general idea. If you are making a documentary about a chef, then you know 
that he or she will be involved with selecting menu items, shopping or 
approving deliveries, supervising line cooks, etc. Likely you will follow him or 
her into a kitchen and a restaurant. Similarly, if you are doing a documentary 
about a surgeon, you know that he or she will be performing surgery in an OR. 

Your research should have provided you with an idea of what the subjects of 
your film do, for how long, and where they do it. You will use that knowledge to 
rough in your schedule. Of course, interviews can be scheduled but they can 
also be spontaneous.  If there are scheduled events that will take place –
performances or sporting events for example,  you know when they will 
happen and where.  
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You should know how long it will take you and the crew to travel to the location 
and how long it takes to set up the equipment once you get there.  

All of the above information will figure into your schedule. Now, at this stage, 
the schedule is not necessarily a precise day by day layout of what you will be 
shooting and where. It may never be that certain. But it will give you a rough 
idea of how long it will take to shoot, what you will need to bring, and who will 
be coming along for the shoot. And those are all things you need to know to 
develop a budget.
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