
WRITING FOR TELEVISION 

THE SCHEDULE AND CONTENT IS SUBJECT TO CHANGE 

 

MRTS 4470   Spring 2020 
Instructor:  Johnathan Paul johnathan.paul@unt.edu 
Office Hours:  Wed 3-4pm + By Appt. 
RTFP Bldg.  Rm #289 

Course Description and Goals: 

It is technically possible to become an expert on screenwriting by going to the library.  You 
can churn out professional-looking scripts without ever bothering to learn formatting by 
downloading some software.  You can even go on YouTube and learn the secrets to make 
yourself a successful Hollywood screenwriter (I found one video that was only 3 minutes 
and 42 seconds long – not too shabby).  But this course is designed to give you what you 
can't learn from just doing things on your own. 

Television writing - arguably even more than writing for features - is a collaborative 
experience.  For most shows throughout history, the writer is put in a room full of other 
writers who all work together to create a finished script.  This class is set up to be our 
writers room.  The purpose is to give you a sense of how a writer’s room works – breaking 
story ideas, participating in roundtables, and learning to solve problems both individually 
and as a group.  

We will learn about the differences in TV formats, structures, styles and outlets; go through 
the experience of creating and pitching original shows; and we will learn what it takes to 
write for existing series and how to capture voices of established characters.  So, in case it 
wasn't clear already - this course will require a lot of writing and participation from each of 
you. 

Materials:   

Any scripts and/or readings for this course will be uploaded to Canvas.  Assigned shows 
will be put on reserve in the Media Library or are available on Netflix, Amazon, Hulu, cable, 
rabbit ears, etc.  

You will need access to a computer and printer for your weekly assignments.  It is also 
recommended that you use screenplay formatting software to save you time and 
headaches.  Whichever program you use, all assignments should be saved and turned in 
as PDFs only. 



• Final Draft – the industry standard.  Free 18-week trial 
at:  http://trial.finaldraft.com/edutrial 

• Celtx – free, requires you to sign up for a membership:  www.celtx.com 
• Trelby – free (currently only works on Windows or Linux):  www.trelby.org 
• WriterDuet – first 3 scripts free (monthly membership available, student discounts) 

NO TEXTBOOKS ARE REQUIRED, but we can discuss recommended books and materials 
in class. 

Laptops and Phones: 

We are going old school.  No computers, cell phones, tablets, etc.  Distractions are one of 
the biggest obstacles in a screenwriter's life, so let's make it easy on ourselves for the 3 
hours we're together and stick with pen and paper (even better, a mechanical pencil with 
plenty of erasers.) 

Attendance Policy: 

We have a maximum of 14 classes together.  I don't want you to miss any.  Missing more 
than 1 will put you at a disadvantage and more than 2 classes will require a meeting to 
discuss your ability to complete the class.  No matter what, stay in communication - that’s 
the best way to avoid trouble or confusion. 

On the rare occasion when an emergency comes up, I will do my best to work with you as 
long as I am made aware of your absence ahead of time - as far in advance of class as 
possible - and a proper solution will be worked out on a case by case basis.  

While storytelling abilities are highly valuable in this course, let's keep the best lies on the 
page. 

Assignments: 

• Unless instructed otherwise, assignments need to be emailed to the instructor 
before the start of class. (There are a few assignments where hard copies will be 
needed in class.  In those cases, don’t wait until the last minute to print out because 
there always seem to be lines at the printers for some strange reason...) 

• All assignments are due at the beginning of class. Class starts on time.  If you’re late, 
so is your work.  

• Missed assignments will count as a zero. Late assignments will be lowered one letter 
grade on the day of class, and one letter grade per day after that. 

 Hardcore, I know.  But without deadlines, most writers would never finish anything. 



Grading: 

Show Development   =  25% 

Beat Sheet 
3 Episode Ideas 
Series Pitch 
Character Sheets 
Episode Summary 
Pilot Outline 

 Participation & Assignments  =  75% 

Final Show Bible 
Formal Pitch 
Pilot Script 

  

Not to sound like a broken record, but writers' rooms don't work if the writers don't show 
up.  A large part of your grade depends on the effort you make while class is in session, as 
well as outside, so it’s important that you’re here (on time) and make your voice heard.  The 
more participation, the more we all benefit.   

Even “bad” ideas are valuable because they can often lead to great ones.  So don’t hesitate 
to speak up! 

  

Classroom Policies: 

Workshop -  In this course you will be reading some of your work aloud to the class.  I 
understand that is not always the most comfortable thing in the world. But be assured - this 
class will be a friendly and encouraging place.  Sharing your work will not only help you 
learn to be a better writer, it will also help everyone else as well.  Have faith – you might 
even enjoy it.  Eventually. 

You will also be required to participate in the discussion of everyone else's material.  So 
come prepared.  Be constructive.   (And keep in mind – they're going to get a chance to 
give you notes too.) 

  



Academic Dishonesty Policy: 

We are required to say something about this, but for the most part, cheating is going to be 
a bit difficult in this class.  That doesn't mean you should try it – please don't – but the 
nature of the writing we're going to be doing is pretty specific and it wouldn't serve you to 
try to substitute other people's work for your own.*  Just so you're aware, if you do get 
caught, this is what happens: 

According to UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs 
when students engage in behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, 
facilitating academic dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic 
dishonesty may result in a range of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from 
admonition to expulsion from the University. 

*For the purposes of this class, pretend Aaron Sorkin didn't say:  “Good writers borrow 
from other writers. Great writers steal from them outright.” 

                  And for the record, he stole that quote from a bunch of other people. 

Acceptable 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 and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of 
Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. 
The University's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, 
including discussion groups, etc.  deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct. 

Access To Information – Eagle Connect 

Students’ access point for business and academic services at UNT is located at: my.unt.edu. 
All official communication from the University will be delivered to your Eagle Connect 
account. For more information, please visit the website that explains Eagle Connect and 
how to forward e-mail: eagleconnect.unt.edu/ 

ADA Statement: 

UNT makes reasonable academic accommodations for students with disabilities. Students 
seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation 
(ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with 
an accommodation letter to be delivered to the faculty to begin a private discussion 



regarding one’s specific course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time, 
however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the 
semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter 
of accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 
implementation in each class. For additional information see the ODA website 
at disability.unt.edu 

Attendance Policy: 

Responsibility for class attendance rests with the student.  I reserve the right to request that 
a student be dropped from the course with a grade of “WF” upon the accumulation 
of THREE unexcused absences. An absence may be excused for the following reasons: a 
religious holy day, including travel for that purpose; active military service, including travel 
for that purpose; participation in an official university function; illness or other extenuating 
circumstances; pregnancy and parenting under Title IX; and when the University is officially 
closed. The student is responsible for requesting an excused absence in writing as early in 
the semester as possible, and personally delivered to me satisfactory evidence to 
substantiate the excused absence.  [See the specific Attendance Policy for this class stated 
previously.]  

Emergency Notification & Procedures: 

UNT uses a system called Eagle Alert to quickly notify students with critical information in 
the event of an emergency (i.e., severe weather, campus closing, and health and public 
safety emergencies like chemical spills, fires, or violence). In the event of a university 
closure, please refer to Blackboard for contingency plans for covering course materials. 

Retention of Student Records Policy: 

Student records pertaining to this course are maintained in a secure location by the 
instructor of record. All records such as exams, answer sheets, and written papers 
submitted during the duration of the course are kept for at least one calendar year after 
course completion. Course work on the Blackboard online system is also stored in a safe 
electronic environment for one year. Students have the right to view their individual 
records; however, information about students’ records will not be divulged to other 
individuals without proper written consent. Students are encouraged to review the Public 
Information Policy and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) laws and the 
University’s policy. 

 

 



Student Perceptions of Teaching Effectiveness (SPOT): 

Student feedback is important and an essential part of participation in this course. The 
student evaluation of instruction is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. The 
survey will be made available during weeks 13 and 14 of the long semesters to provide 
students with an opportunity to evaluate how this course is taught. Students will receive an 
email from "UNT SPOT Course Evaluations via IASystem Notification" (no-
reply@iasystem.org) with the survey link. Students should look for the email in their UNT 
email inbox. Simply click on the link and complete the survey. Once students complete the 
survey, they will receive a confirmation email that the survey has been submitted. For 
additional information, please visit the spot website at www.spot.unt.edu or 
email spot@unt.edu. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Course Schedule and Assignments: 

This schedule is subject to change.  Any alterations will be discussed in class and/or updated on Canvas. 

Week 1         Overview and Introductions 
• In class:  One Hour, BB beat sheet 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 2): Current 1-Hour Beatsheet* Read BB script 

   
Week 2          Premise and Structure 

• In class: Half Hour, Roundtable punch up, Episode ideas 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 3):  Read Half Hour Script, 3 Episode Ideas 

  
Week 3           Building stories and characters 

• In class:  Pitches, Breaking episodes, Class shows 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 4): Original Pitches / Half-Hour 

  
Week 4           Concept pitches and discussion 

• In class:  Other formats, Pilot development 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 5):  Original Series and Character Sheets 

  
Week 5            Formats and markets 

• In class:  Class Development and Original Episodes Workshop 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 6): Episode Summary 

  
Week 6            Outlines and bibles 

• In class:  Staffing and Group Problem Solving 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 7):  Pilot Outline* 

 
Week 7            Reinvention and trends 

• In class:  Roundtable updates 
  
Week 8            Voice and tone 

• In class:  Writing for Character 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 10):  Main Character / Dramatic Scene 

 
NO CLASS WEEK 9 - SPRING BREAK 
 
Week 10          Cold opens and Act breaks 

• In class:  Roundtable Scenes and Breaking Episodes 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 11):  Cold Open for individual show 

 



Week 11          Scene discussion and intro Network Notes  
• In class:  Scene Workshop and more running the room 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 12): Cold Open Rewrite 

  
Week 12          Pitching process 

• In class:  Paired Short Pitches 
• ASSIGNMENT (due Week 13):  Formal Pitch / Polished Cold Open 

  
Week 13          Pitch Presentations (Group #1) 

• In class:  TV process, Iconic Scenes, and Additional Characters 
• ASSIGNMENT (due FINALS WEEK):  Show Bible 

  
Week 14          Pitch presentations (Group #2) 

• In class:  Throwing wrenches and painting into corners / What’s Next? 
• Remember Show Bible is Due FINALS WEEK 

  
Week 15          FINALS WEEK / NO CLASS 
 
 


