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Learn (25 minutes)

Discuss the Writers Room 
Show “The Writers Room” video. Start a discussion to 
elicit what students learned and know about writing 
for television. Consider asking the following questions: 

• What TV shows do you like to watch? 
What animated shows? 

• How is writing for TV fun? How is it more serious work? 

• Why is collaboration so important when writing for TV?

Review Episode Structure 
Students are likely already familiar with this idea, although they may have used different vocabulary. Carmen Sandiego is 
a three-act drama with action, adventure, and comedy. Each episode is essentially a “mini-movie” consisting of Set Up, 
Escalation, and Resolution. Not all TV shows will have the same type of content, but any good TV episode (or story, for that 
matter) will have this three-act structure.

SESSION 1
50 minutes (two 25-minute activities)

OBJECTIVES

By the end of this lesson, students will conceive a brief pitch for a three-act action-adventure show.

Stakes: Conflicts that motivate a character to solve a problem or act. Stakes are what cause a viewer (or reader) 
to care about characters and their problems.
Set Up: The first part of a story that establishes what’s at stake and what the characters’ goals are.
Escalation: A story’s development where the stakes are raised, and characters encounter obstacles they 
must overcome.
Resolution: The final part of a story, where we learn the outcome.

VOCABULARY

Literacy at Work

This activity ideally requires two class periods. During the first class, students understand what’s involved in writing a TV show episode and begin creating their own in 
writers rooms. During the second class, they complete their ideas and share them out. Writing down a full premise should happen before or during a subsequent class. We 
have provided additional support and a sample written premise for the Carmen Sandiego episode “The Duke of Vermeer Caper.”

Act I: Set Up (character goal, setting, inciting incident, stakes)

Act II: Escalation (rising action, obstacles, increasing stakes)

Act III: Resolution (climax, falling action, character reaches goal or fails) 

THREE-ACT STRUCTURE

“We can spend a long time staring into space, 
but when the magic is happening, it’s almost 
a tangible presence in the room.” 
— Duane Capizzi

The Writers Room
TEACHER GUIDE WITH DUANE CAPIZZI 
GRADES 6—12



Learn (25 minutes)

Activity: What’s the Story?

To engage students in thinking about the full story arc and coming up with creative plot ideas, present the following 
stakes one at a time and have students brainstorm 1) what happened 24 hours before and 2) how will it get resolved?

• Conflict 1: Carmen is balancing on a tightrope between two buildings. Enemies are waiting on either side of the tightrope. 

• Conflict 2: Carmen is on stage, seated at a grand piano in front of an audience. She has no idea how to play the piano. 

• Conflict 3: A giant cake is being delivered to a country’s leader. Carmen is watching anxiously because she knows 
someone is hiding inside the cake but doesn’t know who.

SESSION 1 (Continued)
50 minutes (two 25-minute activities)

If you have access to the Carmen Sandiego episode “The Duke of Vermeer Caper,” then have students recall 
the episode by asking a few questions:

• What stood out to you about the episode?
• Did you like the episode?
• Did any part of the episode confuse you?

Walk through the set up, escalation, and resolution of the episode. Note that it is not a simple plot, 
and this is just one way of organizing what happens.

“THE DUKE OF VERMEER CAPER” ANALYSIS
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Literacy at Work
The Writers Room

Set up: Carmen has a 
brief window to steal all 
34 paintings. Ask: What 
happened leading up to this 
moment of conflict?

Escalation: Carmen is being 
tailed. Ask: How are the stakes 
getting raised?

Resolution: Chase catches up 
with Ivy, thinking it’s Carmen. 
Ask: How does this resolve the 
situation?

Set Up - 7:25 Escalation - 13:00 Resolution - 19:57
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Literacy at Work
The Writers Room

Writers Rooms (25 minutes)

Break into Writers Rooms

Break the class into groups of 4–6 students to create their own writers rooms. If using Carmen Sandiego as the 
basis, consider displaying or sending characters to students as a source of inspiration. Spend 1–2 minutes providing 
a few tips for generating productive ideas and discussions in the writers room.

• Think about each of the characters from the show. 

• Embrace whatever situation you’re imagining. “What if…” are magic words. 

• There are no bad ideas, even if they don’t work in the end! 

• All writers must borrow and adapt from other stories. Think of other stories from books, movies, television, 
and video games that inspire you. 

• Having constraints can breed creativity. Create problems for your characters to solve. 

• Television writing is never done in isolation. Listen to your classmates and look to them for help with your own 
ideas. Writing for TV is collaborative! 

Get Started!

To get students thinking about stories around the world, consider providing an 
atlas or world map to spark ideas.

End the first session with students in writers room, hopefully eager for more. 
The time between sessions may help new ideas form and old ideas percolate.

SESSION 1
50 minutes (two 25-minute activities)
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Literacy at Work
The Writers Room

Pitching (25 minutes)

Come together as a class. A spokesperson from each group will present their premise for the classmates 
and you to critique. As groups pitch their story idea, listen for the following:

• What is the conflict? 

• How is the conflict resolved? 

• How can we raise the stakes to make the conflict more compelling?

If students encounter writer’s block, have them imagine a character in a cool or compelling situation. 
Now, apply the “24 hours earlier” time jump trick: how did she get there? See where it takes you!

BRAINSTORM

Learn (25 minutes)

Resume the Writers Rooms

Give students 25 minutes to collaborate in writers rooms. 

Explain to students that writers can keep notes during this process however they want. Encourage students to break 
a sheet of paper into three broad headings: Set Up, Escalation, and Resolution, and to write down short ideas under 
each heading. Let them know it’s fine to move ideas between sections and to get out a fresh sheet of paper and 
start over from scratch.

If possible, listen in on students’ ideas as they develop them and ask where they’re stuck. Help them 1) solve 
problems they’re up against and 2) know where to go next. Refer to the tips from Session 1 for ideas to help.

Remind students to keep their premises short. They are pitching just one episode, not an entire series. They should 
set the scene, explain the conflict(s), and describe the fun and/or drama that makes the story worth telling. They 
should try to make it so whoever hears their pitch can see it in their mind.

SESSION 2
50 minutes (two 25-minute activities)
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Have students write their stories as a three-paragraph premise. The paragraphs should be divided into Set Up, Escalation, 
and Resolution. See the sample premise.

EXTENSION


