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The Opportunities

TELEVISION NEEDS YOU!

Television is desperately short of writers. There are more than a dozen channels commissioning drama, and just the soaps alone – Coronation Street, EastEnders, Emmerdale and Hollyoaks, together with Doctors in the afternoons – are between them giving work to well over a hundred writers.

Then there are the series dramas, from Casualty and Holby City to returning series like Silent Witness and Call the Midwife. There are, astonishingly, more than fifty of these series either in production or development, and they all need scriptwriters (vibrant, fresh scriptwriters!), and such writers are in very short supply. A good new writer on Casualty? Before you know it the writer concerned is doing an episode of a new hospital series on Sky, and the Casualty script editors are bitterly complaining about having their writers pinched.

Situation comedy has enjoyed a huge revival since the dark days when the only BBC offering was My Family. Sitcoms are now a priority on many channels, terrestrial and digital, and BBC Three comedies are made primarily for online viewing. There has been a significant increase in the number of children’s television dramas being made and of preschool scripted programmes like Thomas and Friends – many of which have considerable overseas sales and have additional episodes written specifically for outlets like BBC iPlayer and YouTube.

On series and soaps the writer-shortage is so acute that the BBC is now training new, promising writers by letting them ‘shadow’ existing writers on series like Holby City, EastEnders and Doctors (see Chapter 18). Script fees across the industry have risen sharply, with soaps paying around £8,000 for a single script, and experienced writers on programmes like Holby City getting around £20,000 when the subsequent (repeat) usage fee is taken into account. Even online children’s shorts for YouTube can earn up to £10,000 for a package of episodes.

There are simply not enough skilled writers to go round. Every year, as the big drama series limber up for production, script editors are stressed, shouted at and not infrequently sacked because they cannot find enough skilled writing talent to script their programmes. It is the same story in comedy. Every year the BBC and Channel 4 fund competitions, pilots and writing schemes to try to find the comedy writers of the future, who will come up with the next Shameless or Gavin and Stacey or Miranda.

And this leads to a great puzzle. A mystery more mysterious than even the most deeply mysterious episode of Lewis or Midsomer Murders. Why, if there is such a shortage of writers, do thousands of would-be writers constantly have their scripts rejected? Why is writing for television seemingly so difficult?

SKILLS AND TECHNIQUES

The first truth, of course, is that writing any kind of drama – theatre, radio or television – is a skilled craft. It is something that can encompass genius. It is what Shakespeare did, and Ben Jonson, and Molière and Sheridan. It is an activity that requires not only facility with words and skill with structure, but an acute sensitivity regarding people and the way they behave.

A dramatist is an architect, who uses words and pictures instead of bricks and girders to construct an edifice in which every word has its proper place and serves its proper function. To do this skilfully requires techniques and disciplines that no new writer can be expected to know intuitively. Yet out of the 10,000 scripts sent to the BBC each year, only a minority show evidence that the writer has made any attempt at all to study the craft of scriptwriting.

WHAT THE AUDIENCE WANTS

A second truth is that television drama demands more of its writers than most other mediums. Every writer of fiction, be it books, stage plays or broadcast, is a storyteller, a weaver of tales. But television dramatists must do more than captivate an audience: they must captivate a mass audience. If you write a novel that explores the morality of Amazonian log-felling you might find a publisher somewhere willing to print a few copies. If your subject is incomprehensible you might even win a major literary prize.

But this won’t do for television. Television – on whatever level – is about entertainment. It may be entertainment of high ambition and cultural value (consider the small, admirable but increasingly rare drama output of BBC Four) or entertainment that seeks only to please for a fleeting moment. But every television drama – however literary or demanding its subject – must aim to satisfy millions of people.

‘Drama draws people together with its powerful emotions and irresistible storytelling,’ says the BBC. For any writer, let alone one inexperienced and new to the media, the task of attracting and holding so wide an audience must be daunting.

HIGH COST MEANS HIGH RISK

The high cost of television drama is another factor working against the new, inexperienced writer. Major BBC film drama ‘events’ (these days often shown over two nights) can cost up to £3 million to make. Daytime drama and long-running series on the BBC cost over £400,000 an hour, rising to £900,000 for period series or series with special effects. An editor has to be very brave to commission an inexperienced writer, however promising, to script a production that is going to cost half-a-million pounds. You may be able to show your basic writing ability, but inevitably the editor must ask:


	Will the new writer be able to cope with technical problems?

	Will they be able to act on the notes they are given for a second or third draft?

	Will they become difficult and emotional when script changes urged by the editor and producer are criticized by the executive producer who demands another huge rewrite?

	Will they be able to come up with swift and skilled rewrites half-way through shooting when the actor playing the lead has been admitted, overnight, to a clinic for alcoholics?



Huge amounts of money are at stake! The competitive edge of the channel against the opposition is at stake! More importantly, the script editor’s job is at stake! The temptation is to go with the tried-and-trusted writer. He might be burnt-out and weary unto death, but he will at least deliver a script that is the right length, with the right number of characters and the right number of scenes.

WORKING IN YOUR FAVOUR

Despite the obstacles, the opportunities are there waiting to be taken. Look at the factors operating in your favour:


	Television drama and situation comedy are rapidly expanding markets.

	Online drama is growing – and is a place where producers (particularly for BBC Three) can afford to take risks with new talent.

	Script editors are expected to find new writers. If they fail they risk being sacked. They are as eager to find you as you are to find them.

	Just one programme, the BBC’s Doctors, can use up to thirty new writers in a series.

	Because there is no formal scriptwriter qualification, no acknowledged ‘script school’ or college, all new writers start on the outside, and come from diverse and often unlikely backgrounds. A script from a shop assistant in Barrow-in-Furness is just as likely to attract interest as the script from a film-school graduate in London.

	New writers are increasingly encouraged through ‘shadow’ writing schemes, and daytime series like Moving On.

	Comedy writers are in such demand that the BBC (and Channel 4 at times) runs regular scriptwriting competitions, with script development help and workshops.

	The turnover in existing writers is high. Apart from the normal loss due to age and mortality, television scriptwriters frequently turn to other areas of writing – novels, stage plays – or start up independent production companies (commonly called indies; this and other words that appear in bold on first reference are explained in the glossary in Chapter 17: TV Talk) and become producers. Others, sadly, find that their scripts are no longer the kind that are wanted.

	Most scripts by new writers are very poor. They are sometimes handwritten. The dialogue is usually dull, the stories repetitive and the plotting obvious. Spelling can be atrocious and layout careless, with many crossings-out. The urge to write television drama is at its strongest amongst the socially maladjusted – people who cannot cope very well with real life and seek to live through a fantasy world of their own making. Semi-literates send in scripts – and all too often, the cynic might say, they are accepted. Ninety per cent of scripts can be – and are – mentally dismissed after reading half a page.

	Few new writers know the type of script they should be writing or even what to do with their script when they have written it.



HOW TO SUCCEED

In the first place you must write a script that you can show as an example of your writing skills. This script may never be made into a programme – but that doesn’t matter, even though it is made with blood, sweat and tears, and is the joy and pride of your life. This speculative script is your CV. It is known in various script units as a ‘calling-card’ script. Its purpose is to show script editors, agents and producers that you have the talent to write dialogue, invent characters and construct stories. You might be lucky and sell it for production, but it will have done its job brilliantly if it gets you a commission to write an episode of Moving On or Doctors, or a chance to shadow-write an episode of Coronation Street, or an invitation to join a sitcom workshop.

To impress and excite your script must be:


	original in concept;

	well constructed;

	confidently plotted;

	have good dialogue;

	have good characterization;

	be professionally presented.



In the second place you must learn how to sell your script – and thus sell yourself as a writer. To do this you will need to know:


	the kind of drama that television script editors are looking for;

	the programmes that are actively looking for new writers;

	how to get your script read by the only people who matter: those with the power to commission you to write.



This book is designed to help you to achieve all of these aims. Its first part gives you professional hints on how to write your script – tips that producers, agents and script editors would give you themselves if they had the time. Its second part gives you the vital inside information you need to actually sell yourself as a writer.

THE REWARDS

In the coming months there will be many, many writers who receive rejection emails. But somewhere there will be a writer – perhaps on the point of giving up hope – who answers the phone one dull, dreary morning and finds themselves being told something on the lines of: ‘Brilliant script! We’re going ahead with it straight away. Contracts department will be on to you about the fee. Can we have lunch tomorrow to talk about casting? We thought of Keira Knightley for the main role, but we’d like your opinion so I’ve asked her to lunch as well.’

Perhaps that writer will be you.


1

Script Basics

THE CALLING-CARD SCRIPT

You are preparing to write a television script that will show your talents as a writer. This script is terribly important: in fact, to script editors and agents it’s the only thing about you that is important. Nobody in television will care about what you’ve done in life, or who you are, or who you know, or what your thoughts are about EastEnders plotlines these days. All anybody will care about is:

1. Can you write?

2. Can you write the sort of script I’m looking for?

Your speculative script – or calling-card script, as it is known in most script units – is expected to show what you can produce using your own skills, imagination and judgement. It is the play that you yourself want to write and it will be respected as such. That said, and without compromising the script you believe will do justice to your talents, it makes sense to target the market for which you ultimately want to write.

Perhaps you already have a story in your head – some characters – a subject you believe will make a great drama. But how do you know if it is the right sort of script to ‘sell’ you as a writer? Or how many characters and locations you ought to have? Or how long your script ought to be?

Before we consider anything else, let us look at the basics:


	the length at which to write;

	the number of characters and locations you should use;

	the best kind of drama to write.



THE LENGTH AT WHICH TO WRITE

For broadcast television you should write either for a 90-minute, 60-minute or 30-minute slot. That said, there are a number of factors to consider.


	Writing a major 90-minute play shows your ability to create characters, to write dialogue, to utilize the camera and to handle your plot. It also shows that you are capable of sustained writing on a major theme. But major ‘event’ dramas are rare, and they often extend over two or three nights (2 × 90 minutes or 3 × 90 minutes) and they are never, ever, written by new writers. Writing at this length shows your ambition, if you accept that your play is almost certainly never going to be made. It is pointless for a new writer to attempt anything longer.

	Sixty minutes is the usual length for series and serial drama. The advantage of the 60-minute play (only 52 minutes in running time when advertising breaks for Channel 4, ITV and Sky are taken into account) is that it shows your ability to create characters, to write dialogue, to utilize the camera and to handle your plot, but without requiring script editors to read as much. It also saves you printing and postage costs, should you send a hard copy rather than a digital file. And if you are writing to a common theme, e.g. love lost/found/betrayed or the paranormal, your script has a faint (but real) chance of being ‘packaged’ with others in a season of one-hour themed stories.

	Thirty minutes is the usual broadcast length of continuing dramas (soaps) and sitcoms. This is not the best length for a calling-card drama script. To open, develop and conclude an original drama in 30 minutes is very difficult. Other than BBC One’s Doctors there are rarely any 30-minute slots for self-contained dramas, and soaps are not interested in reading scripts written for their existing characters/plots. If you are interested in writing a sitcom, however, this is the length for which to aim.

	A final option is to write a 10-minute drama ‘short’. The advantage of writing a 10-minute short is that it is short and the script editor is therefore more likely to read it to the end. Ten-minute shorts are, though, at the end of the day less convincing than a solid 90- or 60-minute play, they are very difficult to write, there may not be any 10-minute series in production (and consequently no script editor to read your effort), and the BBC Writersroom – which is likely to be a first port of call for your script – won’t accept anything under 30 minutes in length.



But if you are interested in online drama – a flexible new medium – and have a cracking idea for a serial in 10-minute episodes that will run forever, then go for it.

CHARACTERS AND LOCATIONS

A new writer will generally find it easier to introduce and develop a small group of characters, rather than juggle with a large cast, and it is certainly a kindness to the script reader who is now reading her fourth or fourteenth script of the day. It is also wise for the new writer not to get entangled in location action that involves complex camerawork. That said, there is virtually no market today for plays that involve very few people sitting in a room talking to each other. Today’s television audience is blasé and easily bored. Producers who want high viewing figures (i.e. all of them) must try to provide the sort of action and location-shooting common to the cinema and to films made for the video market. Your script (unless it is a sitcom, see Chapter 9) needs to take us out and about, and include visual action.

You also stand more chance of success if you give good production values (i.e. provide interesting things to look at) at a relatively low cost. From a budget point of view, a play that has only half-a-dozen principal characters, and takes advantage of, say, the scenic beauty of a nature reserve, a fairground or perhaps the haunting, sad atmosphere of a seaside resort in winter, is good. A play that requires a cast of thousands, location shooting in Paraguay and a comet crashing on the Houses of Parliament is bad.

THE BEST KIND OF DRAMA TO WRITE

The best type of drama for you to write is the kind that interests you, that you want to write, and that you believe you can write with conviction and confidence. This is particularly so with the calling-card script that is designed to show you at your best. However, some types of drama are more in demand than others, and script editors are looking for certain things in the script that you send them. Here we look at:


	socially aware drama (essential drama for Channel 4);

	human-relationship drama (essential drama for ITV);

	historical drama;

	factual drama;

	sci-fi and the paranormal;

	existing series and serials;

	children’s drama;

	adaptations;

	comedy drama;

	situation comedy.



Socially aware drama

The BBC and Channel 4 have traditionally been proud of their reputations for tough, contemporary socially aware drama, and there was a time when most one-off television plays had something to tell us about society in Britain. The years of Play for Today are long gone, but a contemporary drama dealing with social issues is, nevertheless, a good bet. Even if your play is not bought, it will most clearly show your ability to write contemporary dialogue and characterization. ‘EastEnders, Holby City and Casualty will continue to tackle difficult and sensitive issues,’ says BBC One. In truth, socially aware drama does not have to be relentlessly grim and serious: many are written as love stories, comedies (see below) or as thrillers that take us into the world of high finance or environmental disaster. Can you find an area of modern life that has not been exploited by others? Is there something about which you feel strongly? Something you passionately want to write about?



Our drama series need to feel smart and stylish and relevant to the lives and loves of a 25 to 34-year-old drama audience – 75% of whom have young families and all are asking questions and exploring all areas of adult life.

BBC Three commissioning brief





Human relationship drama

In terms of subject matter you will not go far wrong if you write a story of human relationships: a story of romance, love, sex, and possibly intrigue and betrayal. And if you set it against a background of contemporary life and involve contemporary social issues, your subject matter will have even greater appeal because you will be combining what the viewers want to see with what the producers and directors want to do. Such a script will show your potential to write for a wide range of soap operas and series dramas. Just as plays about social issues do not have to be relentlessly grim, stories about love do not need to be soft and romantic. Plays in the strand Love Bites included a tale of single parents and drug addicts in Glasgow; a searing study of date rape (which included flash-forwards and split screens); and a bittersweet comedy about love between a black girl and a white boy. If you’re a young















































































	Sixty minutes is a good length for an original calling-card drama script and 30 minutes for a sitcom. Don’t worry about accurate timing, but using a standard layout (see Chapter 10) your drama script will be around sixty pages long, and your sitcom around forty pages long, depending on just how fast and funny it is.

	Your best option is to write a contemporary play because it will more easily demonstrate your ability with dialogue and characterization.

	It is better to introduce and develop a small group of characters than to juggle with a large cast. The critical part of your calling-card script is the first ten pages. If you succeed in writing even one interesting character, in an interesting situation, and leave the script editor wanting to know more, you will have done very well.

	You should give us visual interest (without demanding enormous special effects) and show that you can cut between interior and exterior scenes.

	It will be an added bonus if you can give us an insight into an area of life about which we would not otherwise know.

	The BBC advises new writers to write the sort of play they themselves would like to see on the screen, choosing subjects from their own experience. The BBC also thinks ‘you should write what you feel passionate about’.
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