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 ENGLISH 310-1: Intro Screenwriting: Spring 2026
RB 291, TR, 12:30 – 1:45
Dr. Matt Mullins / mbmullins@bsu.edu
(Office Hours Wed: 1:00-4:00 via Zoom or in person by appointment) 

COURSE PREREQUISITES:  English 285

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

English 310 is an introductory course in the theory and practice of screenwriting. It is designed to introduce students to the basic concepts of good screenwriting technique and compelling cinematic storytelling while also giving them the opportunity to apply that understanding to their own short screenplays. This course has three primary areas of focus: learning screenplay format/style, developing a basic understanding of how cinematic storytelling works, and applying that understanding to an original short script of your own invention.  

Much of this course will focus on workshopping and the constructive criticism of student screenplays and the reading and analysis of professionally written screenplays and screenplay excerpts/scenes considered from the perspective of craft. In this course students will write and workshop one original, short screenplay of roughly 10-25 pages and a scene/excerpt of 3-5 pages from that same short script. In addition, they will complete a number of developmental screenwriting exercises, view and discuss/comment on short films and scenes/clips, read/comment on professionally written screenplays and other material related to the craft of screenwriting, and write critiques/coverage for their classmates’ workshop scripts.  

REQUIRED TEXTS/MATERIALS: 

· The Screenwriter’s Bible (7th Edition), by 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’ll need screenwriting software for this course. All workshop scripts and screenwriting exercises involving scripted scenes must be typed in standard spec/reader screenplay format using screenwriting software. If you don’t already have screenwriting software, there are a number of FREE web-based screenwriting programs available online. There is a document with links listing your options for various types of free screenwriting software in the Resources folder on our Canvas site. You are expected to download and learn how to use the screenwriting software of your choice for this course. Contact me if you have any problems downloading and learning how to use your screenwriting software.  

      COURSE STRUCTURE: 

Overall, the first half of the semester will be devoted to learning screenwriting format and style, learning the basics of plot, character and storytelling for the screen, and developing your short screenplay. The second half of the semester will be devoted to screenwriting workshops during which you will read and offer constructive criticism (both written and verbal) on your classmates’ scenes/scripts in a workshop setting in the classroom. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:

SCREENWRITING EXERCISES/OTHER ASSIGNMENTS: You will be given screenwriting exercises and script development assignments to help you 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 selected Scriptslug script.  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 your 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 or in-person meeting instead. We will not be meeting as a class during those conference weeks, though there will be some online, asynchronous work assigned. 

READING, VIEWING, AND DISCUSSION REQUIREMENTS: You’ll be responsible for thoughtfully reading and/or viewing and discussing (in class and via discussion boards) both assigned scripts/films/scenes and your classmates’ written scenes and complete short scripts. To be successful in this you’ll need to read/view the material and be prepared to discuss or respond to everything you're assigned.   

WORKSHOP:  Each student will have the opportunity to workshop one 3-5 page scene/excerpt and a complete short script of roughly 10-25 pages over the course of the semester.  NOTE: We will not be writing or workshopping first acts or excerpts from feature-length scripts in this course.  So, as you develop your script premises, remember that you need to come up with a story 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 at or under this length. You will see/read a number of examples of such stories/scripts as you work on developing your own script. I will also help you develop your concept/premise into a workable short script during our individual conferences and through my feedback on your script development exercises.

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 or offensive on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, violent/sexual content, or inflammatory political rhetoric.  

HOW WORKSHOP SUBMISSIONS ARE HANDLED: There will be two rounds of workshop. As always, participating in a workshop means keeping criticism of your classmates’ work constructive as you point out both what is working well and what could use work/improvement in a given script.

Round 1: Scene Workshops: Starting around the middle of the semester we will spend roughly three weeks (five class periods) workshopping 3-5 page scenes/excerpts from your scripts in progress. We will read/comment on roughly four scenes per class period.  All student scenes are due on the same date (see the due Important Due Dates document on Canvas).  I will then then post the scenes we’ll be discussing during a given week to their various discussion boards.  Students will download these scenes, compile comments for them in a single document and post those documents back to the same board where they downloaded the scenes before class begins on the day we’ll discuss those scenes. No worries if this seems murky to you at the moment. I will explain this entire process repeatedly and in detail as scene workshops approach.   

Round 2: Complete Short Script Workshops: After we have finished the scene workshops, we will begin workshopping your complete short scripts. The workshop schedule has already been created. It’s in the Complete Short Script Workshop Info module and in the module containing your syllabus.  This schedule lists the date that each of your individual complete short scripts are due to be posted to their assigned discussion boards.  . 

We will discuss roughly two complete short scripts per class (four scripts per week). The four students up for workshop that week will post the PDFs of their scripts to their assigned Submission Boards THE THURSDAY BEFORE the week their scripts are scheduled to be discussed. Once the scripts have been posted to their assigned boards, students will download, read, and write a single coverage/critique document for the two scripts assigned for that coming Tuesday and a single coverage/critique document for the two scripts assigned for that coming Thursday.  Coverage/critiques are due to the boards where the scripts were downloaded before class begins on the days those scripts are scheduled to be discussed. That week’s script writers can then download those critiques/comments after their scripts have been workshopped. As with the scene workshops, I will explain this process repeatedly and in detail as the complete short script workshops approach.  The pattern becomes pretty clear once we get rolling. 

Overall, I’ll be very clear about what is due when for all your assignments, your workshop scenes/excerpts, and your workshop scripts. No worries if you don’t absorb all this info right now. There will be many reminders and further instructions along the way. 





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 your creativity or storytelling ability. I will be grading you based on your overall effort, the thoughtfulness of your work, and your student professionalism (i.e., your ability to turn in assignments on time, follow assignment instructions, fully engage with the assignments and the course material, your participation in workshop, and the quality of your written coverage/critiques of your classmates’ workshop scripts.). 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 your grade contract. If you receive less than the single point on an assignment (.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 give the assignment a level of effort consistent with the grade you contracted for in your grade contract. 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.

SOME POLICIES FOR THE CLASSROOM:

MASKS and ILLNESS:  At the moment, University policy is that masks are optional. Feel free to wear one, or not.  If you end up getting Covid or another illness that prevents you from attending class for an extended period of time I will potentially excuse your absences if you provide a Dr’s note documenting the illness preventing you from attending class.   

FOOD AND BEVERAGES: University policy is that food or drink are not allowed into the computer labs. Therefore, there will be no eating or drinking before or during class.  Also, I find that students eating or drinking during class is a distraction for others and is therefore, in general, something I don’t allow.  Yes, you can drink from your water bottle or take the occasional sip of your coffee.  But do not bring a meal or snacks into the classroom.  Beyond this, if you have a medical condition that requires you to eat during class let me know.

ATTENDANCE:

My attendance policy is the standard English Department attendance policy, which allows for THREE UNEXCUSED ABSENCES before absences potentially impact your grade. Proper documentation of an absence due to illness or other reasons can potentially result in that absence being excused. Absences that occur without documentation or without consulting me will be considered unexcused.

Unexcused Absences potentially 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 a 3-5 page scene/excerpt from your script in progress
5) Write/submit to workshop a complete short script of 10-25 pages
6) Write critiques/coverage/notes on your classmates’ scenes and workshop scripts and post them to workshop discussion/submission boards by deadline
7) Submit a revised draft of your complete short script and a revision statement as your final portfolio/final exam 
8) Attend class, 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 and Scene Workshop Submissions: submitting your scene/excerpt and script by deadline, making sure the scene/excerpt and script are free of major format, spelling and grammatical errors, making sure the scene/script falls roughly 
within the length requirement (3-5 pages for the scene workshop, 10-25 pages for the complete short script workshop), 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 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: For the complete short script workshops 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 or scene needs work and where it’s working well.  I don’t expect comments/coverage for the scene/excerpts to be as lengthy, but I do expect them to be thoughtful and thorough, and I’ve laid out how the scene critiques should be approached in the Scene Workshop Module.  I’ll be going over how to write coverage for scenes and complete short scripts as those workshops get nearer.  In general, 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 needs work with a given piece of writing. 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 work from your classmates, it is only right 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 brough 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 into a B+ or turns a B+ into an A (yes, you can contract for a B and end up with an A – see the grade contract).  Being 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 over Zoom 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 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 script.  As such, any student who submits work that I discover is not wholly their own will automatically 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 310.  I look forward to getting to know you and giving you feedback on your work.  Here’s to an engaging, productive semester.

Dr. Mullins
