
 
 
 
 
 

 

Screenwriting Basics - Elements Of A 
Screenplay 

 
The rules around screenplay formatting can be daunting and I don’t recommend going at it 
alone. Don’t use a simple word processor to write your screenplays. There are plenty of 
resources at your disposal that will format for you. This takes all of the thinking out of it, so you 
can solely focus on the story. Below are a few options. 
 
Celtx - https://www.celtx.com/index.html 
The basic version is free to use for up to 3 projects. I have been using this software for years. 
 
WriterDuet - https://writerduet.com/ 
A free software available at your disposal. I’ve used this software but prefer the way Celtx 
displays the work. It's a personal preference. Give it a try and see what you think. 
 
Final Draft - https://www.finaldraft.com/ 
Want to get a little fancy and spend some money? Final Draft seems to be a popular option. 
 
Now that you’ve selected your software and you’re ready to write, you need to know the basics 
of screenplay elements. These simple elements are scene headings, actions, character and 
dialogue. Honestly, if you can understand these 4 elements then you can write a screenplay 
successfully. 
 
Scene headings are broken into 3 parts and the easiest way to think about it is, what does the 
camera see? Ask these 3 simple questions below and you’ll have a successful scene heading. 
 
Is the camera inside the location or outside? 
The options here are INT(interior) and EXT(exterior). So, if you’re writing a scene that takes 
place inside a home, you would put INT. If the scene happens outside the home, you would put 
EXT. 
 
What is the location? 

https://www.celtx.com/index.html
https://writerduet.com/
https://www.finaldraft.com/


This one is pretty straight forward. If you’re at the Grand Canyon, you would write GRAND 
CANYON. If it’s at Bill's house then you would write BILL’S HOUSE. 
 
What time of day is it?  
Again, pretty simple. The standard options here are DAY or NIGHT. You can get a little more in 
depth if you would like by using(but not limited to) DAWN, SUNRISE, MORNING, EVENING, 
DUSK, SUNSET. 
 
After answering these 3 questions you have a successful scene heading. Below are a few 
examples of what they look like. 
 
INT. BILL’S HOUSE - DAY 
EXT. BILL’S HOUSE - NIGHT 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - SUNRISE 
INT/EXT. BILL’S CAR - SUNSET 
 
Now that we have a scene heading, we need to establish the action that takes place. This is 
where you’ll describe what the camera can see and hear within the location. Use as much or as 
little detail as necessary to paint a picture for the reader. See the example below. 
 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - DAWN 
Birds chirping as the rising sun illuminates the red rocks of the canyon as Bill and Tom stand 
shoulder to shoulder, taking in the spectacle. Both in black suits, Bill passes a shiny black 
briefcase to Tom. 
 
This is a very simple, yet effective example. I painted a picture for the reader, to set up the 
scene. There are however, a few things you want to keep in mind when writing actions. Is this 
the first time you’re introducing the character? If yes, then capitalize their name. This only 
happens the first time a character is introduced. See the modified example below. 
 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - DAWN 
Birds chirping as the rising sun illuminates the red rocks of the canyon as BILL and TOM stand 
shoulder to shoulder, taking in the spectacle. Both in black suits, Bill passes a shiny black 
briefcase to Tom. 
 
Do you have an object listed that has meaning later in the story? Again, if the answer is yes 
then we want to capitalize it upon the first appearance. I reiterate, only capitalize on the first 
appearance.  
 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - DAWN 
Birds chirping as the rising sun illuminates the red rocks of the canyon as BILL and TOM stand 
shoulder to shoulder, taking in the spectacle. Both in black suits, Bill passes a shiny black 
BRIEFCASE to Tom. 



 
The only other thing you may want to consider is the amount of description and detail you add. If 
this is the first time you’re introducing a character, you may want to describe them to paint a 
clear picture. Maybe they have a mustache or they’re overweight. Again, the choice is really 
yours. 
 
Once the scene is established, we move to character and dialogue. In simple terms, list the 
character's name to establish who is speaking and then the words spoken. 
 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - DAWN 
Birds chirping as the rising sun illuminates the red rocks of the canyon as BILL and TOM stand 
shoulder to shoulder, taking in the spectacle. Both in black suits, Bill passes a shiny black 
BRIEFCASE to Tom. 
 

TOM 
Is this everything? 

 
BILL 

It’s all there. 
 

TOM 
You’ll be hearing from me. 

 
With the briefcase in hand, Tom walks away. 
 
Bill closes his eyes, taking a deep breath. 
 
Within dialogue, you can add parentheticals under the character name. These parenthesis 
establish emotion, verbal direction or action direction. For example if someone speaks in a 
nervous tone you could put (nervous). Another great use would be if you have more than 2 
characters in a scene, you can establish who a character is talking to as (to Bill). One word of 
advice, only use these when necessary. Don’t overload your screenplay with parenthesis. 
 
EXT. GRAND CANYON - DAWN 
Birds chirping as the rising sun illuminates the red rocks of the canyon as BILL and TOM stand 
shoulder to shoulder, taking in the spectacle. Both in black suits, Bill passes a shiny black 
BRIEFCASE to Tom. 
 

TOM 
Is this everything? 

 
BILL 

(nervous) 



It’s all there. 
 

TOM 
You’ll be hearing from me. 

 
With the briefcase in hand, Tom walks away. 
 
Bill closes his eyes, taking a deep breath. 
 
These are the basic elements needed to get you started on your screenwriting journey. If you’re 
looking for more information around three act structure and how to write compelling stories, I 
recommend one of the screenwriting books listed on my reading list. 
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