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ENGL 3902  Writing Screenplays // FILM 3902 (Screenwriting Workshop) 
 

May the Force Be with You: Screenwriting in the Age of YouTube and Insta-Stories 

Tuesdays: 11:30-2:20 
Location: Please confirm location on Carleton Central 

Prerequisite(s): a 2000-level creative writing workshop and permission of the instructor. 

Professor Alice Neiley, M.F.A. 

Office: TBD  

Office Hours: by appointment 

Phone: (802) 233-4905 

Email: al.neiley@gmail.com 

 

What is this course about? 

In a synchronous, in person format, we will work as a group build on your previous knowledge and 

understanding of how stories work, honing your skills—dialogue, dramatic tension, character 

development—specifically for the world of film. This course will be heavy in both reading AND 

writing, as there is no better way to learn than by exemplary example (American Beauty by Alan Ball 

and Casablanca by Julius and Philip Epstein, Howard Koch, and Casey Robinson, for instance), and no 

better way to improve than practice! This course will be dedicated to discussing the age-old question 

of how to strike a balance between art and entertainment, as well as to producing new work: stylistic 

imitations, adaptations, and original scripts. Perhaps most importantly, we will workshop together, 

critically reading/performing/discussing each other’s screenplays in an effort to provide 

constructive feedback for future drafts.  

 

** There will be a couple of class periods during the semester that will be asynchronous/online FILM 

EXTRAVAGANZA days. I will let you know a week in advance so you can plan!  

mailto:al.neiley@gmail.com


 

What will I accomplish? 

Upon successful completion of this course, you will be able to: 

 Understand more intimately how stories work and what narrative arc means in the film 
world 

 Understand exactly why the screenplays you love most are so great, and apply those 
techniques to your own script 

 Adapt a short story into a short (15-30 min) screenplay 
 Balance form and technical knowledge with creativity and unique voice 
 Write a treatment for a full-length  screenplay of your own  

 Flesh out / complete one act of your script and workshop multiple individual scenes  

What books do I need to buy? 

 Snyder, Blake. Save the Cat!: The Last Book on Screenwriting You'll Ever 
Need., 2005. Print. 

 

**All other readings, as well as the reading schedule and due dates for all assignments, will be 
provided in PDF form on our online platform. ** 

What assignments will I need to complete? 

Weekly film responses /class  participation– 30%, see APPENDIX A 

Weekly writing prompts – 10%, see APPENDIX B 

Apprenticeship Project – 20%, see APPENDIX C 

Adaptation Project – 20%, see APPENDIX D 

Original outline / scene workshop (both critique and creation) – 20%, see APPENDIX E 

Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor subject to the approval of the Faculty 
Dean. This means that grades submitted by the instructor may be subject to revision. No grades are 
final until they have been approved by the Dean. 

How will my work be graded? 
 

For every assignment, you will be given a list of criteria and/or a rubric. You will be assessed as to 
how well you fulfill those criteria based on the following ratings: Superfantastic, Highly Impressive, 
Which Video Game Were You Playing While Working?, Do You Even Have Spell Check?, and 
Incomplete. Your final grades will based on the following scale: A 85-89%; A- 80-84%; B+ 77-79%; B 
73-76%; B- 70-72%; C+ 67-69%; C 63-66%; C- 60-62%; D+ 57-59%; D 53-56%; D50-52%; F 49% 
and below. 

Do I have to come to class? 
 

Yes. You are expected to be present, prepared, and on time for all live class sessions. Some sessions 
will be pre-recorded lectures, in which case the class meeting itself will be either cancelled or 
shortened accordingly and there will be assignments to complete. Regardless, each class builds on 
the previous meetings -- this course is based on discussion of films and scripts, as well as important 



information about crafting narrative -- therefore, missing one class meeting or neglecting to view a 
full lecture impacts your own understanding as well as your classmates. Then I have to repeat 
myself, you all get irritated and bored with my repetition, and the whole situation is an epic fail.  

So, more than two unexcused absences in live class sessions will result in a final grade deduction of a 
half letter grade per each additional unexcused absence.  

Please note: cumulative lack of participation during class will count as an unexcused absence as well. 
I will notify you via email if you are in danger of receiving a full letter grade deduction for any of the 
above reasons. 

If you are absent for any reason (excused or unexcused), it is your responsibility to get any missed 

information from classmates, and to catch up on your reading and any work by the next class meeting.  

When are your office hours? 

I will hold office hours by appointment –there will be a plethora of free times – I can always work 

something out via telephone call, Facetime conference, or Zoom. Come chat! You can ask questions 

about the course materials, class discussions, or assignments, or bounce ideas off me. I’m happy to 

accommodate your schedules the best I can.  

 Office Hours Initiation 

I’d like to have a personal meeting with each of you by the end of September about your goals for life, 

for the course, and any burning (or breezy) questions you may have. In order to accommodate 

everyone’s schedules, I’ll set aside the second class period for these meetings. I’ll pass around a list of 

time slots soon!  

How are assignments supposed to be formatted? 

 Download script writing software from celtx.com (it’s free): celtx.com. or whatever other 
platform if you happened to be familiar with something different.  
 

 All scripts should be in .doc format (celtx converts it automatically for you). 
 

 All writing should be typed or word-processed in 12-point font, Courier New.  
 

 Type your name, the name of the assignment, class and section number, and the due date in 
the top left corner.   

Can I turn in my work late? 

Late or incomplete work puts us both in a rather unfortunate situation.  If you want any credit for a 
late or incomplete assignment, I expect a perfect display of effort on said assignment, as well as an 
emotionally performed monologue to ensue at the beginning of a future class, of a poem, speech 
from a T.V. show, movie, or song lyrics—of my choosing of course—and an explanation of its 
dramatic structure. Even in that case, the late paper MUST be turned in within a week of the deadline. 
If you prefer not to be put in that position, please manage your time professionally and meet the 
deadlines. Turning anything in over a week late without a very, very, VERY good excuse (doctor’s 
note, family emergency, etc.) will result in a 40% deduction. Turning anything in later than that is 
unacceptable.  

** These policies do not apply to presentations or workshops where you will receive a zero for the 
assignment if you are a no show** 



Can I skip assignments? 

You may skip two prompt submissions and two critical responses because I realize that life happens. 

If you complete everything, I’ll drop your three lowest grades on critical responses.  However, you 

MUST let me know you’re using your “skip credit” beforehand to avoid any confusion.  

 Extensions: Extension requests must be made before the assignment is due (meaning at 

some point up till the beginning of our class on the due date). Extensions will be granted at 

my discretion, and I am very understanding of extenuating circumstances (stress, 

emergency, roommate problems, etc.), provided I know AHEAD of the due date. No 

extensions will be granted on or after the due date without a note from some authority on 

the state of your emergency. You can request an extension in person, via email, or via 

telephone.  

Can I revise my work for a higher grade? 
 

Yes. You can revise any of the major projects for up to a half letter grade higher if you submitted 
the original project on time. You must come and see me at my office and we will discuss room for 
improvement, and negotiate a due date for the revision. You cannot revise your work if you did 
not complete the first version in its entirety, if you turned your work in late, or if you didn’t put 
forth the appropriate effort to complete the first draft as determined by me, your professor. 

What do you expect in terms of participation? 

A fully active class participant attends every class, has prepared the assigned reading, has thought 

about it, and OF COURSE brought the reading to class for our work together, thoroughly completes 

any in-class assignments, and meaningfully contributes to group work and discussions in a way that 

furthers our conversations and considerations of the materials and questions at hand. Simply 

showing up to class does not get you many participation points, although repeated absences will 

cause you to lose points. I will assign you a grade based on my assessment of the quantity and quality 

of your participation. 

In order to fully participate, I therefore expect you to come to class prepared – meaning you have 

read the required readings assigned for the day or for that week, and are able to discuss them and 

work with them in class – and, of course, that you bring the necessary book or reading to class. That is 

the minimum requirement (or a C+ for participation).  

 When engaging in class discussions, we will all be respectful of each other, even if we 
disagree. As part of this respect for each other, we will make sure to listen when a classmate 
or the instructor is speaking. 

 The “Shyness” Caveat: if you are shy or uncomfortable speaking in public, please come see 
me at the beginning of the semester and we’ll work out a way for you to participate in 
discussions/show me you’re engaged with the material.  

 

Note on the workshop dynamic: Over the course of the term, students will work towards writing a 
full short film script. While the first half of the term is devoted to getting familiar with the 
conventions of screenplay writing, the second half is all about workshopping these scenes as a 
group. Here is how it works: in the second week of class we will all sign up for a workshop. One 
week before their appointed dates, students will post their work on CU Learn for the group to read. 
The rest of the class then has one week to read the posted pieces and comment upon them. On the 
day of the workshop, we will read through and discuss the comments together as a group. 



 
 
 
 
 

Student Resources 
 
PLAGIARISM  
 

The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether intentionally or not, the 

ideas, expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.” According to the Department 

examples of plagiarism include the following:  

 any submission prepared in whole or in part, by someone else; 

 reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished 

material, regardless of the source, and presenting these as one’s own without 

proper citation or reference to the original source; 

 using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts or 

ideas without appropriate acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

 using another’s data or research findings; 

 failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using 

another’s works and/or failing to use quotation marks; 

 handing in substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than 

once without prior written permission of the course instructor in which the 

submission occurs. 

 

Plagiarism is a form of intellectual theft. It is a serious offence that cannot be resolved 

directly with the course’s instructor. The Associate Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous 

investigation, including an interview with the student, when an instructor suspects a piece of 

work has been plagiarized. Penalties are not trivial. They can include failure of the 

assignment, failure of the entire course, or suspension from a program. For more 

information please go to: https://carleton.ca/registrar/academic-integrity/  

 

Special Information Regarding Fall 2021 Pandemic Measures 

 

All members of the Carleton community are required to follow COVID-19 prevention 

measures and all mandatory public health requirements (e.g. wearing a mask, physical 

distancing, hand hygiene, respiratory and cough etiquette) and mandatory self-

screening prior to coming to campus daily. 

 

If you feel ill or exhibit COVID-19 symptoms while on campus or in class, please leave 

campus immediately, self-isolate, and complete the mandatory symptom reporting tool. 

For purposes of contact tracing, attendance will be recorded in all classes and labs. 

Participants can check in using posted QR codes through the cuScreen platform where 

https://carleton.ca/registrar/academic-integrity/
https://carleton.ca/covid19/screening/
https://carleton.ca/covid19/screening/
https://carleton.ca/covid19/covid-19-symptom-reporting/


provided. Students who do not have a smartphone will be required to complete a paper 

process as indicated on the COVID-19 website. 

 

All members of the Carleton community are required to follow guidelines regarding safe 

movement and seating on campus (e.g. directional arrows, designated entrances and exits, 

designated seats that maintain physical distancing). In order to avoid congestion, allow all 

previous occupants to fully vacate a classroom before entering. No food or drinks are 

permitted in any classrooms or labs. 

 

For the most recent information about Carleton’s COVID-19 response and required 

measures, please see the University’s COVID-19 webpage and review the Frequently 

Asked Questions (FAQs). Should you have additional questions after reviewing, please 

contact covidinfo@carleton.ca 

 

Please note that failure to comply with University policies and mandatory public health 

requirements, and endangering the safety of others are considered misconduct under 

the Student Rights and Responsibilities Policy. Failure to comply with Carleton’s COVID-

19 procedures may lead to supplementary action involving Campus Safety and/or Student 

Affairs. 
 

Requests for Academic Accommodation  

 

You may need special arrangements to meet your academic obligations during the term. 

For an accommodation request the processes are as follows: 

 

Pregnancy obligation: write to me with any requests for academic accommodation during 

the first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for accommodation is 

known to exist. For accommodation regarding a formally-scheduled final exam, you must 

complete the Pregnancy Accommodation Form. 

 

Religious obligation: write to me with any requests for academic accommodation during the 

first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for accommodation is known 

to exist. For more details click here. 

 

Academic Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: The Paul Menton Centre for 

Students with Disabilities (PMC) provides services to students with Learning Disabilities 

(LD), psychiatric/mental health disabilities, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD), Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), chronic medical conditions, and 

impairments in mobility, hearing, and vision. If you have a disability requiring academic 

accommodations in this course, please contact PMC at 613-520-6608 

or pmc@carleton.ca for a formal evaluation. If you are already registered with the PMC, 

contact your PMC coordinator to send me your Letter of Accommodation at the beginning 

of the term, and no later than two weeks before the first in-class scheduled test or exam 

requiring accommodation (if applicable). After requesting accommodation from PMC, 

meet with me to ensure accommodation arrangements are made. Please consult the PMC 

website for the deadline to request accommodations for the formally-scheduled exam (if 

applicable). 

http://carleton.ca/covid19
https://carleton.ca/covid19/
https://carleton.ca/covid19/faq/
https://carleton.ca/covid19/faq/
mailto:covidinfo@carleton.ca
https://carleton.ca/studentaffairs/student-rights-and-responsibilities/
https://carleton.ca/equity/contact/form-pregnancy-accommodation/
https://carleton.ca/equity/focus/discrimination-harassment/religious-spiritual-observances/
mailto:pmc@carleton.ca


 

Survivors of Sexual Violence 

As a community, Carleton University is committed to maintaining a positive learning, 

working and living environment where sexual violence will not be tolerated, and where 

survivors are supported through academic accommodations as per Carleton’s Sexual 

Violence Policy. For more information about the services available at the university and to 

obtain information about sexual violence and/or support, 

visit: https://carleton.ca/equity/sexual-assault-support-services 

 

Accommodation for Student Activities 

Carleton University recognizes the substantial benefits, both to the individual student and 

for the university, that result from a student participating in activities beyond the classroom 

experience. Reasonable accommodation will be provided to students who compete or 

perform at the national or international level. Write to me with any requests for academic 

accommodation during the first two weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for 

accommodation is known to exist. https://carleton.ca/senate/wp-

content/uploads/Accommodation-for-Student-Activities-1.pdf 
  

https://carleton.ca/equity/sexual-assault-support-services
https://carleton.ca/senate/wp-content/uploads/Accommodation-for-Student-Activities-1.pdf
https://carleton.ca/senate/wp-content/uploads/Accommodation-for-Student-Activities-1.pdf


 
 
APPENDIX A – Responses (posts about film/script) // Due: Every other week 
 

For each week, I have included a number of questions that should help you dig deep into the 
weekly film you watched and/or script you read. Before class, you need to write a short post that 
examines, asks questions about, and connects certain techniques used in the film/script to your 
own process. During class you’ll have time to read through your classmates’ posts before we 
discuss in person.  These posts and your corresponding participation in the live discussion are 
worth 30% of your total grade.  

The main goal of this assignment is to help you think more deeply about films and scripts before 
class by identifying specific examples and making relevant connections.  

 
 

• Examine the film/script for the week for examples of key concepts we’ve talked about in 
class – choose at least one to focus on in depth.  

• Cite, at a minimum, two relevant quotes / scenes from the film to support your thoughts.  
• Make at least one connection between the film and goals you have for your own work – 

ESPECIALLY relevant techniques you’d like to explore. 
• Ask at least one question the film has sparked for you. 

 

 



APPENDIX B – Prompts/Exercises // Due every week 

We will begin class most days with a writing exercise relevant to the concepts we’re digging into 
that day. You’ll need to turn them in at the end of class via Brightspace so I can take a look and 
make sure you got something done. These exercises will NOT be letter graded, but I will mark 
them for completeness and thoughtfulness. I won’t comment on them every week, but expect 
comments on at least a handful of your prompt submissions!  

 

1. Prompt/exercise work should show effort and thoughtfulness – generally these things are 
evaluated based on ability to follow directions, face challenges, and…experimentation/play!   

2. If you have questions or anxiety regarding a prompt, please reach out to me! I’d be 
happy to help you through it. 

 

3. After the in class prompts, you will hopefully get a chance to discuss the process in 
break-out groups of your peers, and share your work if you feel comfortable.  

 



APPENDIX C – Apprenticeship Project  

Imitation isn’t only the sincerest form of flattery; it’s also the best way to learn the craft. For this 
class, I 
want you to choose a contemporary script (I will provide you with a list of suggestions--you may also 
suggest your own).  
 
 

1. Watch at least 2 films or shows and read at least 1 script by your chosen screenwriter. 
 

2. Write a 3-4 page report on your screenwriter’s techniques. I don’t really want this to include 
biographical information; instead, this bit of prose will investigate your screenwriter’s work 
for its patterns. What are the similarities and differences between the films/scripts? Do you 
think the writer was focused more on art, popularity, or both? What does the writer do 
often? What kinds of pacing/dialogue does the writer frequently employ? Please do not bore 
yourself by reading academic criticism or book reviews. I only want to know what you think.  

3. Write one scene that imitates your writer’s work. (We will discuss the difference between 
imitation and parody.) 

 
 
**I encourage you to come to office hours to discuss your apprenticeship project! This can be really 
fun and helpful in your own process if you spend the time!  



APPENDIX D – Adaptation Station!  

TREATMENT Due: mid-November // SCENES and Explanation Due: Late November  

These adaptation scenes  (6-7 pages) should be based on one or more scenes from a short story, 
novel, novella, or epic poem of your choice (I will provide possibilities, but you can also provide your 
own as long as I approve them!).  
 
 
 
You will also write a TREATMENT for the full adaptation, as if you planned to write a full length film 
script. A treatment helps you map out your story before you begin writing the dialogue, camera 
angles, etc. Screenwriters often forget that they are writing for actual people, so writing a treatment 
can help iron out the kinks and really decide whether the idea is worth delving into. The treatment 
will be 3-5 pages. 
 
Your treatment will be 2-5 pages and should read like a short story. It should be written in the 
present tense and cover the entire story including the ending. I will hand out more detailed 
instructions on how to write a treatment by week 4 or 5 of the course, but meanwhile…here are the 
basics!  
 

1. A Working title 

2. The writer's name and contact information 

3. WGA Registration number 

4. A short logline 

5. Introduction to key characters 

6. Who, what, when, why and where. 

7. Act 1 in one to three paragraphs. Set the scene, dramatize the main conflicts. 

8. Act 2 in two to six paragraphs. Should dramatize how the conflicts introduced in Act 1 lead 
to a crisis. 

9. Act 3 in one to three paragraphs. Dramatize the final conflict and resolution. 

 
 
In addition to your scenes and treatment, please submit a brief analytical paper (2 pages, maximum) 
that contains the following discussions about your adaptation:  
(A) what you changed and why 
(B) what you kept the same and why.  
 
**Please do NOT use a theatrical play as your source material. Also, try to pick a story to adapt that is 
a complex, multi-layered character driven story, rather than action driven (meaning little dialogue is 
required), or bodice ripping gothic romance (lots of sighing and pining for your heartthrob), or pure 
fantasy (no unicorns), or talking animals. As much as I LOVE all of those options on occasion, they 
often have less to teach us about the bare bones of technique. 



APPENDIX E – Original Short Film Script 

While you will not have time to write an entire full length script in this class, you WILL write a full SHORT film 
script.  The aim, as we will spend a lot of time discussing, is to combine stories told from your deep souls with 
an awareness of what people want or need to see.  
 
 
 


