
MRTS 4460.002 – Intermediate Screenwriting 
Tuesday 2:00pm – 4:50pm FALL 2016 

 

TEXT:    
The Screenwriter’s Bible (6th Edition) – by David Trottier (required) 
Your Screenplay Sucks – by William M. Akers (required) 
Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting – by Syd Field (recommended) 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
This course is designed to help students further understand the elements used in creating narrative 
short and feature screenplays. Focusing on the specific components of story structure, character, 
effective dialogue, and professional formatting students will develop an appreciation for the script as a 
guide for a production and develop their personal writing style.  

   
OBJECTIVES:      
This course will build on the foundation learned in MRTS 2010 – Introduction to Media Arts Writing. 
Through instructor led discussions, in-class exercises, individual writing assignments, quizzes and 
projects, students will:   
 

 Develop an understanding of overall narrative story structure and its component elements.  

 Develop an understanding of industry standard formatting and style for narrative screenwriting.  

 Learn how to craft characters that are multi-dimensional and connect with an audience. 

 Learn how to script dialogue that fits the context and tone of a specific story and the characters. 

 Learn how to critically analyze and evaluate a story (in script or finished screen form) in order to 
identify specific story, character and structural elements.   

 Gain an understanding of the importance of pre-writing and revision through giving and 
receiving feedback on completed work.  

 

CLASS ASSIGNMENTS: 
Work completed outside of class will only be accepted for submission at the beginning of class on the 
assigned due date. Work submitted later on the same day will be graded but with a 20-point additional 
deduction.  
 
Note that waiting to print is not submitted. Currently printing is not submitted. Needing just a few 
minutes to download is not submitted. File errors, forgotten drives, SD cards, needing to access a copy 
from your email account, etc., are not considered extenuating circumstances and will not be reasons for 
exception.   Do not email assignments. Upload assignments to Blackboard unless otherwise instructed.   
 
All assignments must be typed (with some exceptions for in-class work) and printed for submission with 
your name, course number, assignment type and due date clearly listed.  

 
CLASS COMMUNICATION: 
UNT student email accounts are used for all course correspondence via my.unt.edu. All official 
communication will be delivered through your Eagle Connect account. If you predominantly use another 
email service you must forward messages from your UNT email account. Instructions can be found at: 
eagleconnect.unt.edu. 
 
 

       Instructor: James M. Martin    Office Hours: TUES:  10:00am – Noon  WED: 2:00pm–4:00pm   

       Office:  RTFP – 272B                Phone:  940-369-7448             Email:   james.martin3@unt.edu     



 
COURSE REQIREMENTS: 
Access to a computer, printer and screenwriting software is required for this course. UNT provides 
multiple computer labs for student use, most of which are open longer hours than the Media Arts lab.  
 
The choice of software is up to you and there are free options such as Celtx. However, free applications 
often have many weaknesses. If your goal is to write effective screenplays it is a good idea to invest in 
full screenwriting software such as Movie Magic Screenwriter or Final Draft. Adobe Story (part of the 
Creative Cloud Suite) is another good option.  
 
Discounts for students can be found on all titles from many vendors. If there is a reason you will not 
have access to a computer, printer and software needed for this course please meet with me before the 
second class meeting.  

 

TARDINESS AND ABSENCE POLICY:    
Absence: Due to the limited number of classes and the structure of class meetings attendance is vital – 
i.e. mandatory.  
 
ONE unexcused absence will result in a FIVE POINT final course grade deduction. Each additional 
unexcused absence will result in a TEN POINT final course grade deduction. Any student missing the 
class meeting with an unexcused absence (without immediately notifying the instructor) will be dropped 
from the course in order to accommodate students on the waiting list. Any student with TWO or MORE 
unexcused absences during the semester will be required to meet with the instructor to determine if an 
administrative withdrawal is needed.  

 
Late Arrival: (one late arrival is allowed without penalty) 

If you arrive after          2:10 pm  you will lose      2       percentage   points 
If you arrive after          2:15 pm  you will lose      3       percentage   points 
If you arrive after         2:20 pm  you will lose      4       percentage   points 
If you arrive after          2:25 pm  you will lose    5       percentage  points 
If you arrive after          2:30 pm  you will receive an unexcused absence. 

 
These percentage points will be deducted from your over-all course grade. 
NOTE: Students who leave class early without instructor approval (with exceptions for situations such as 
illness or emergency) will be assigned an unexcused absence. It is your responsibility to schedule job 
interviews, internship obligations, family outings, and projects for other courses and other unfinished 
work around course obligations. These are not considered legitimate reasons for missing class, arriving 
late or leaving early.  

 

COURSE EXPECTATIONS: 
This course will be conducted in a manner similar to a screenwriting workshop/lab with additional 
academic lectures, presentations, screenings and readings. As such, there will be a large amount of 
discussion and group interaction. Participation by all students is essential.  
 
Understand that you will have to occasionally read your own work or the work of others aloud. Class 
work will also be critiqued. Please keep comments and evaluations constructive. Personal preferences 
for or against certain types of stories, characters, dialogue or settings are fine but do not always have 
relevance to the quality of a classmate’s work. Honesty and candor are welcome. But don’t be a jerk. 
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GRADING:  
Grades on individual assignments will reflect how well the student demonstrates the skills and 
techniques covered in class and in previous assignments. The score will also reflect a subjective 
evaluation of how well the assignment adheres to industry standard formatting, pacing, 
structure, readability and production readiness.  
 

 
 Writing Exercises    --  15 %   

Script ONE: 1st Draft    --  10 % 
 Script ONE: Final Draft   -- 15 % 
 Script TWO: 1st Draft  -- 10 % 
 Script TWO: Final Draft  -- 15 % 
 Script THREE: Pitch  --   10% 
 Script THREE: Documentation  -- 10% 
 Script THREE: Final Draft  --   15% 
   
A = 100 – 90%     B = 89 – 80%     C = 79 – 70%     D = 69 – 60%     F = 50% - below 

 
NO MAKE-UP EXAMS WILL BE GIVEN WITHOUT A VERIFIED MEDICAL EXCUSE. If you arrive late for class when 
an exam is already in progress or has been completed, your grade for that exam will be ZERO.  

 
As an instructor, my role is to provide each student with the information, materials and supplemental 
tools to learn the course content and complete all required assignments. However the amount and 
resulting depth of knowledge gained is up to each individual student. If you find you are experiencing 
difficulty understanding or completing the assignments or readings simply contact me. I will do my best 
to help you.   

 
STUDENT BEHAVIOR: 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 
opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum 
at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom. You will 
then be referred to the student to the Center for Student Rights and Responsibilities for consideration as 
to whether the conduct in question violated the Code of Student Conduct. The Code of Student Conduct 
can be found at deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct.   
 

CLASSROOM READINGS, SCREENINGS AND GROUP PROJECTS: 
This course will include readings of student work, critiques, small group and full class workshops as well 
as reading produced screenplays and the viewing and discussion of various examples from television, 
film and emerging media. These examples will span various styles, genres and cultures in order to 
expanding scope of narrative writing and the need to understand fundamental techniques. A student’s 
previous exposure to or preference for the material has absolutely no bearing on how and when an 
example will be used. Students are expected to participate in all discussions in a courteous and 
constructive manner. If there is any uncertainty please refer to the section on student behavior above. 
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BASIC COURSE SCHEDULE: 
In addition to normal assignments this course may also include guest speakers, screenings and supplemental 
readings. Information from any supplemental course materials is subject to formal examination. 

 

 
MEETING 

 
CONTENT AREA 

August 
30 

Why Write? Learning to Write Better 
Introduction to Monomyth and Narrative Structure 

September 
6 

How (Visual Narrative) Stories Work  (Trottier Book I) 
Situation, Conflict & Resolution 

September 
13 

High Concept Stories 
Theme(s) & Story Arcs 

September 
20 

Story-layering, Plot & Genre 
Creating Captivating Characters 

September 
27 

Subtext vs. Exposition 
Crafting A Scene, Formatting Technique (Trottier Book III) 

October 
4 

Character Progression (Shorts vs Features)                                       Script ONE Due 
Creating Compelling Dialogue 

October 
11 

Formatting Workshop  
Logline & Synopsis 

October 
18 

Fine Tuning Narrative Description 
Understanding Script Space 

October 
25 

Writing & Revising 
 The “Look” of Your Script 

November 
1 

Writer’s Commentary Screening & Discussion 
 

November 
8 

Writing Work Day (TBD)                                                                       Script TWO Due 

November 
15 

Pitching A Script 
Workshop & Review  

November 
22 

Script THREE PITCH 
W/ Feedback & Discussion 

November 
29 

Final Script Workshop                                            Script THREE Documentation Due 
New Opportunities for Writers  

December  
6 

Final Revising Workshop  
New Opportunities for Writers 

December 
14 

Class Overview                                                                                     Script THREE Due 
FINAL SCRIPT WORKSHOP      1:30pm – 3:30pm 

 

 

SYLLABUS POLICY: 
While this syllabus outlines the expectations for successful completion of the course, it is not a 
contract. Therefore some elements of the course may be altered by the Instructor as needed. 
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DROP POLICY: 
As this is a Media Arts course, students without the correct prerequisites (both non-majors and pre-
majors) are subject to being dropped from the course automatically with or without notice. Students 
absent on the first class day who do not immediately contact the instructor with a legitimate excuse 
may be dropped immediately and without notice. 

 
ODA INFORMATION: 
The Department of Media Arts cooperates with the UNT Office of Disability Accommodation in order to 
make reasonable accommodations for qualified students. Students seeking accommodation must first 
register with the ODA to verify eligibility. If verified the ODA will provide an accommodation letter for 
faculty to initiate a confidential discussion of specific course needs. You may request accommodations 
at any time though you are encouraged to do so as early as possible in the semester in order to avoid 
delays in implementation. Students must obtain a new ODA letter and meet with their instructor at the 
beginning of each semester. For more information see disability.unt.edu or call 940.565.4323. 

 
SEMESTER EVALUATIONS: 
Students should complete the SETE (Student Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness).  The SETE is a 
requirement for all organized classes at UNT. This short survey will be made available to you at the end 
of the semester, providing you a chance to comment on how this class is taught. Feedback from 
students is very important to the Radio, TV and Film Department. And this evaluation is considered an 
important part of your participation in this class. 
 

MOBILE DEVICE POLICY: 
Department of Media Arts production courses prohibit the use of personal electronic devices during 
class, unless specifically determined by the individual Instructor.  Unless those specific exceptions are 
contained in a course syllabus and/or altered by the instructor of record, department policy takes 
precedence.  
 
Personal electronic devices include (but are not limited to) mobile phones, digital media players, digital 
readers/tablets, and some handheld computers. All devices should be turned off before entering the 
classroom or laboratory area.  Personal computers and some tablets may be used in the classroom for 
note taking with instructor permission.  
 
Each student will receive one warning. Afterwards, any student found in violation of the personal 
electronic device policy will incur a 5% penalty to their overall final course grade for each occurrence. 
Penalties are not negotiable.  
 

RELIGIOUS ACCOMODATION: 
HB 256 provides students with an excused absence from attending classes, taking examinations or other 
required activities in observance of a religious holy day and related travel. It also provides that students 
be given reasonable time to take an exam or complete an assignment. Requests for accommodation 
must be made to the instructor a minimum of three days prior to the observed religious holy day. 
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ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: 
This course adheres to the standards outlined by the University of North Texas Policy Office (sec: 18.1.16 
Student Standards of Academic Integrity). Students caught cheating or plagiarizing (including submitting 
the work of other students, their own work from previous semesters of other classes from the current 
semester) will receive no credit for that specific assignment. Students found cheating on the final editing 
assignment will receive a failing grade for the course. All cheating/plagiarizing offenses will be reported 
to the Dean of Students, who may impose further penalty. This information may be viewed on the UNT 
Policy Office website:  
 http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-Academic_Integrity.pdf 
 

INCOMPLETE GRADE FOR THE COURSE: 
From the UNT Office of the Registrar: An Incomplete Grade ("I") is a non-punitive grade given only 
during the last one-fourth of a term/semester and only if a student (1) is passing the course and (2) has a 
justifiable and documented reason, beyond the control of the student (such as serious illness or military 
service), for not completing the work on schedule. 
 
Under no circumstances will an “Incomplete” be assigned automatically. A student must make a formal 
request from the instructor (see the above information from the UNT Registrar) which satisfies the listed 
guidelines, not have excessive absences or late arrivals, and be able to demonstrate proficiency in the 
creative and technical techniques covered in the course. All requests will be considered on a case by 
case basis.  
 
Students will not be assigned a grade of incomplete for the sole purpose of avoiding a failing grade or 
because of any current or impending graduation status. 

 
SUCCESS IN THE COURSE: 
UNT endeavors to offer a high-quality education and a supportive environment to help you learn and 
develop as a future creative professional. My job is to help you make the most of that opportunity. Help 
me help you. Do your part by: Showing up. Being prepared. Staying Focused. Getting involved. 
Communicating with your advisors and finding support when you need it. 
 
If you are having trouble with any aspects of the classroom instruction or assignments please see me 
during the office hours listed above. If you cannot schedule time during the posted office hours feel free 
to contact me to make an additional appointment. Everyone has a different learning style and pace. 
Working together we should be able to find what works for you. In addition there are numerous on-
campus resources for help found at: success.unt.edu/. 
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Feature films for reference:   Videogames for reference: 
The Apartment     The Last of Us  
Network      Uncharted 2: Among Thieves 
Thelma & Louise     Red Dead Redemption 
Aliens       Grim Fandango 
John Wick      Spec Ops: The Line 
Vertigo      Mass Effect 2 
Pirates of the Caribbean (original)  Team Fortress 2 (Character Shorts) 
The Incredibles     The Walking Dead: Season One 
The Sixth Sense     The Wolf Among Us 
Mr. & Mrs. Smith (2005)    The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt 
Up In The Air     Until Dawn 
Notorious (1946)     Overwatch (Character Shorts)    
Big Night 
The Usual Suspects    TV shows for reference:  
The Godfather     Orphan Black 
Inception      Justified 
Groundhog Day     Breaking Bad 
Amelie      The Wire (NOT Season Two) 
Do The Right Thing     Being Mary Jane 
Broadcast News     Jane The Virgin 
Scott Pilgrim vs. The World   Homicide: Life on the Street 
Josie and the Pussycats    Broadchurch (Season One)  
Don’t Think Twice     Grace and Frankie 
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Assignments For Exercises 
 
5 Story Ideas 
Prose to screenplay format assignment 
20 Things about your Main Character & Character Arc 
Synopsis for Script ONE 
Dialogue assignment 
Character Everyday Monologues 
Scene description assignment 
Four Loglines for Script TWO 
Synopsis for Script TWO 
Pitch documents for Script Three: (logline, synopsis, outline) 
 
 


