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ENGLISH 410-1: Advanced Screenwriting - Spring 2026
Whitinger Business Building (WB) 154, TR, 2:00 – 3:15
Dr. Matt Mullins / mbmullins@bsu.edu
(Virtual Office Hours W: 1:00-4:00 and in person by appointment) 

COURSE PREREQUISITES: English 285, English 310

COURSE DESCRIPTION: 

English 410 is an advanced workshop in the theory and practice of screenwriting.  Students in this course will write and workshop (i.e., have critiqued by their classmates and myself) two complete, short screenplays of approximately 10-25 pages each. In addition, they will be asked to complete various screenwriting and script development exercises, view/read and comment on short films/film clips, and read/discuss scripts and other material related to the craft of screenwriting.  

Much of this course will focus on the workshopping and collective critique of student-written short screenplays, discussion of screenwriting techniques, and the reading and analysis of professionally-written screenplays and screenplay excerpts considered from the perspective of craft. Though we will look at examples of professionally written feature-length scripts and discuss how episodic and feature-length story structures work, we will not be writing feature-length scripts or excerpts from feature-length scripts or episodes from an episodic story concept in this course.  Our focus in this class will be on the writing of complete short scripts.

Overall, this course is intended to enable students to develop an advanced understanding of concepts addressed in English 310 while also giving them the opportunity to further apply that understanding to their own screenwriting. 

REQUIRED TEXTS/MATERIALS:  

· Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting by Robert McKee

· The Screenwriter’s Bible (7th Edition) David Trottier

· Your choice of any one of the feature-length screenplays from https://www.scriptslug.com/scripts/medium/film  (Students will need to submit the PDF of their selected script to me for approval so that I can assess if it’s a good example of contemporary spec screenplay format and style.) 

· Screenwriting Software:  You have all taken ENG 310, so I assume you already have screenwriting software and know how to use it.  Let me know if you don’t and we’ll get the situation sorted out. 

COURSE STRUCTURE: 

Overall, the first half of the semester will be devoted to learning the more advanced aspects of format/style and storytelling for the screen (plot, character, dialogue, etc.), and creating, through a series of developmental exercises, your first workshop submission. The second half of the semester will be devoted to screenwriting workshops in which you will read then offer constructive criticism on your classmates’ scripts (i.e., writing coverage/critiques for your classmates’ scripts and discussing them in workshop) as you generate your second workshop submission on your own.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:

SCREENWRITING EXERCISES/OTHER ASSIGNMENTS: You will be given screenwriting exercises and script development assignments to help develop your workshop submissions and further your understanding of the screenwriting process and screenwriting techniques. You will also be asked to comment in class and via discussion board on course material and your Scriptslug Scripts. The specific due dates for all the assignments are in the Canvas Module containing that assignment.  They’re also located in the assignment section of Canvas. Due dates for all major assignments are also in the Important Due Dates Document on our Canvas site.  Due dates for your workshop scripts can be found in the COMPLETE SHORT SCRIPTS WORKSHOP INFO MODULE of our course Canvas site and in the module containing the course syllabus.

Note: All exercises/assignments involving scripted scenes must be in standard screenplay format and should be submitted as .PDF documents.  

MANDATORY INDIVIDUAL CONFERENCES: I will conference individually via Zoom with each one of you at least twice over the course of the semester to discuss your scripts in progress.  You will be able to sign up for your conference times on Canvas. If using Zoom is problematic for you for some reason, we can arrange a phone call instead. We will not be meeting as a class during those conference weeks, though there will be some asynchronous/online work assigned. 

WORKSHOP:  Each student will have the opportunity to workshop two complete short scripts of roughly 10-25 pages over the course of the semester.  As mentioned above: We will not be writing or workshopping first acts, excerpts from feature-length scripts, or episodes from a longer episodic story concept in this course.  So, as you develop your script premises, remember that you need to come up with two stories that can be told in roughly 25 pages of screenplay or less (i.e., roughly 25 minutes or less). There are countless examples of compelling screenplays that come in around or under this length. You will watch/read a number of examples of such stories/scripts as you work on developing your own scripts. I will also help you develop your first script’s concept/premise into a workable short during our individual conferences and through my feedback on your script development exercises. Your second workshop submission you will develop on your own, though you can certainly ask for my feedback while it’s in development if you like.  

NOTE:  You are free to write in whatever genre you like in this course, and you are free to choose the subject matter of your work.  However, I reserve the right to pull from workshop any script that I feel is discriminatory, offensive or purposefully inflammatory in terms of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, violence, political agenda, and/or overtly sexual content.  

HOW WORKSHOP SUBMISSIONS AND CRITIQUES ARE HANDLED:  There will be two rounds of workshop (Round A and Round B).  The submission process is the same for both rounds.

SUBMISSION PROCESS: The workshops follow a very specific schedule.  We will typically workshop four scrips per week (two scripts per class).  The four students up for workshop during a given week will upload PDFs of their scripts to their assigned Canvas 

submission board the THURSDAY before the week their scripts are to be discussed. The class then reads and writes their critique/coverage documents for those scripts and posts their critiques/coverage to the same submission board where they downloaded the scripts BEFORE THE BEGINNING OF CLASS on the day the scripts are to be discussed. I will give specific, detailed instructions about how this process works numerous times before workshops begin. Each writer will also get detailed individual feedback/coverage from me, typically as comments on the PDF of their script that I will email to them after their scripts have been workshopped. 

The complete workshop schedule containing each student’s name and their individual due dates for both scripts has already been created and is in the Workshop Module on Canvas as well as in the module containing the syllabus.  The names of the four students whose scripts are due during a given week, the workshop board they are to post their scripts to, and the specific class during which their scripts will be discussed are also posted to each workshop submission module on Canvas (Workshop 1A, Workshop 2A, etc). Take a look at the WORK SHOP SUBMISSION SCHEDULE DOCUMENT and make a note of your script due dates.  Remember.  Scripts will be discussed in class the week AFTER they are due.

If this is hard to absorb right now, don’t worry.  I’ll explain it repeatedly as workshop nears. I’ll also explain what I’m looking for in terms of your critique/coverage documents.  There are also documents explaining how to write your coverage as well as what I consider to be examples of good coverage from previous students in the Workshop (Info, Schedule, Coverage, etc.) Module on Canvas.

As always, participating in a workshop means keeping criticism/coverage constructive as you point out both what is working well and what you feel could use work/improvement in a given script.  Our goal in this course is to build each other up and help each other grow as screenwriters.  To that end criticism can be pointed but must remain constructive.

GRADING AND POLICIES:  

I want this course to be a fun and enlightening creative writing experience that teaches you something about storytelling in general and screenwriting specifically. I do not want the focus to be on grades.  Therefore, grading in this course is not based on “talent” or the subjective notion of what is “good” or “bad” in terms of storytelling or your creativity. I will be grading you based on the quality and consistency of your effort, the thoughtfulness of your work, and your overall student professionalism. To that end, you will be able to choose your level of involvement in this course by contracting for the grade you are willing to work toward. This approach is called contract grading.  

For those unfamiliar with contract grading, you essentially pick, at the start of the semester, the final grade you are willing to work toward in the course, and you sign a contract agreeing to do what is required to meet that grade. At the end of the semester, as long as we both agree that you have met the criteria for your chosen grade as outlined in the contract, you will get that grade. NOTE: if you go above and beyond the criteria for your chosen grade you can potentially receive a higher grade. If you don’t meet the criteria for your chosen grade, you’ll get the grade that corresponds to the criteria you did meet. All the specifics of your grade contract are in the grade contract document on our Canvas site.  Please sign and return that contract to me (via Canvas) by its assigned due date.

Because we’ll be using contract grading for this course, all assignments are worth a single point. This single point denotes that you completed the assignment, followed the assignment instructions, turned the assignment in on time, and did the assignment with the level of effort you have agreed to put forth according to the grade you have contracted for in this course. If you receive less than the single point on an assignment (0 or .5 for example) it indicates that you potentially didn’t fully complete the assignment or didn’t fully follow the instructions or didn’t turn the assignment in on time or didn’t give the assignment a level of effort consistent with your contracted grade. Keep in mind that overall, I understand that life often gets in the way, things come up, etc.  Feel free to contact me whenever this is the case, and we will get any complications you’re facing in relation to a given assignment or the class sorted out. 

ATTENDANCE:

I adhere to the standard English Department attendance policy, which allows for THREE unexcused absences before absences potentially impact your grade. If you need to miss class due to illness, we’ll look for ways to shift your participation online until you can return and your missing physical class will not impact your grade as long as I receive documentation of your illness from BSU and/or your Dr’s office.   

However, in general, if you legitimately feel ill and have Covid or flu symptoms, do not come to class. Go get tested instead. If you miss class because you didn’t feel well and show me documentation of your getting tested that day or the day after, I will potentially excuse your absence.  

Overall, unexcused Absences generally impact a student’s grade as follows:

· 1-3 absences: No impact
· 4-6 absences: Highest possible grade of B+
· 7-9 absences: Highest possible grade of C+
· 10 or more absences: Highest possible grade of D to F

In sum, here are the things I’ll be asking you to do this semester:

1) Participate in classroom discussions related to course material
2) Participate in online discussions boards related to course material
3) Complete various screenplay development exercises and format and style exercises
4) Write/submit to workshop two complete short scripts of 10-25 pages by deadline
5) Write critiques/coverage/notes on your classmates’ scripts and post them as documents to their workshop discussion/submission boards by deadline 
6) Submit a revised draft of one of your two complete short scripts and a revision statement as your final portfolio/final exam 
7) Attend class, contribute to the class community, and respect your instructor, your peers, and the policies of the University and this classroom






How the above assignments are evaluated:  

Developmental Assignments/Scene Excerpt/Screenwriting Exercises: Turning in these assignments/exercises on time, following the instructions, avoiding errors in format, spelling and grammar, giving the assignment your full effort, and working with substantive ideas is the best way to succeed with these assignments/exercises.

Discussion Boards: Writing thorough, thoughtful comments to the discussion board prompts and submitting them by deadline is the best way to do well here.

Complete Short Script Workshop Submissions: submitting your scripts by deadline, making sure the scripts are free of major format, spelling and grammatical errors, making sure they fall roughly within the length requirement (10-25 pgs.), and applying what we’ve been discussing in class in terms of format, style, scene, character arc, plot arc/story structure are the things I’ll be looking for in your workshop submissions.  However, I always keep in mind that most of you are relatively new to screenwriting and that these are first drafts and are therefore works in progress. My goal is always to encourage you and help you improve your writing. First drafts are rough drafts, and that’s okay.

Workshop Critiques/Coverage: Students who are writing and turning in coverage that corresponds to roughly one single-spaced page broken into paragraphs offering specific, constructive criticism related to relevant areas of the script’s concerns will do well here. You might not find yourself discussing all the areas I outline for coverage with every script (more on this in the Workshop Modules on Canvas). It depends on where the script needs work and where it’s working well. To that end, thoughtfulness, thoroughness, and timely submission should be your main concerns whenever offering constructive criticism on your classmates’ work. 

Class Participation/Participation in Workshop:  Class Participation, in general, and for workshop specifically is an important aspect of this course.  For roughly half the semester we’re going to be spending the majority of our time talking about each other’s writing. Overall, we are trying to create a community where we inspire each other and help each other grow as writers. The goal here is to offer CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM and to be as specific as possible about what you feel is working well and what you feel needs work with a given script. Always, we want to be positive, respectful, and helpful in our comments. Also, there is a matter of give and take at work here. If you want thorough and thoughtful feedback on your scripts from your classmates, it is only right and fair that you earn that thorough and thoughtful feedback by giving your classmates thorough and thoughtful feedback in return. 

In terms of how I “grade” your participation – at the end of the semester I think back to the level of engagement you brought to our class discussions and workshops as I consider your participation in terms of the grade you contracted for.  If you contracted for an A, I’d expect your participation to be at the A level (i.e., you almost always participated in classroom discussions and almost always had something to say in workshops).  Overall, excellent participation is the kind of thing that turns a B/B- into a B+ or turns a B/B+ into an A (yes, as 
mentioned above, you can contract for a B and end up with an A. See the grade contract).  Being actively engaged also just makes the class more fun and our discussions more lively.  So let’s get into it.  



VIRTUAL OFFICE HOURS:  I plan to hold regular Zoom office hours from 1:00 to 4:00 every Wednesday over the course of the semester. A link to these virtual office hours can be found on our Canvas site. I am also happy to meet with you by request or in person. Any time you’d like to talk about the course or your work just send me an email and we can set up a meeting over Zoom or a phone call or an in-person meeting.

ACADEMIC HONESTY:  This is a creative writing workshop requiring you to submit original writing (i.e., scripts, exercises, etc.,) that are entirely of your own invention. You will not be writing adaptations of others’ work for your workshop scripts. As such, any student who submits work that I discover is not wholly their own will be subject to the university’s plagiarism policies.

UNIVERSITY STATEMENT: We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. To that end, BSU’s Freedom of Expression Statement can be found at this link:  https://www.bsu.edu/about/freedom-of-expression/freedom-of-expression-statement. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse. If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact the instructor of record as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services Office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.

Welcome to 410.  I look forward to getting to know you and giving you feedback on your work.  Here’s to an engaging, productive semester.

Dr. Mullins

