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Script Formatting and Layout Guide 

Scripts are usually formatted so that one page of screenplay equals one minute of time 
on screen. The standard font used is 12 Point Courier, and pages should always be 
numbered. Script formatting software can be used to ensure that the spacing, layout and 
formatting of a script is done in the standardized way; the most commonly used example 
of this software around is Final Draft. 

Scripts used on the set of a film are called ‘shooting scripts’, and may contain technical 
direction, such as ‘close up’ or ‘wide shot’, and have numbered scenes. However, the 
initial script that a screenwriter produces should be written to be read, with no technical 
direction, no reference to the camera, and no scene numbers. 

The four basic elements that a script is made up of are: Scene Headings, Action, 
Character Names and Dialogue. 

Scene headings 
 
Scene headings are used to tell the reader where a scene is set, and at what time. They 
are written in capitals, and consist of the word ‘INT.’ or ‘EXT.’ (short for ‘interior or 
‘exterior’ to describe whether the scene is set inside or outside), the name of the 
location, and the time, which is usually just ‘DAY’ or ‘NIGHT’ (although if necessary for 
the script, a more specific time can be used). It is usual to use a dot or hyphen between 
the location and time. A new scene heading should be used every time there is a shift in 
the script’s time or location. 
 
INT. LIBRARY – DAY 
 
Or… 
 
EXT. PARK - NIGHT 
 
If needed, scene headings can be adapted to show a more specific sublocation: 
 
INT. HARRY’S HOUSE – BATHROOM - DAY 
 
Scene headings should be 1.5 inches from the left margin of the page. 
 
Action 
 
Action appears below the scene heading (double space below), and is used to describe 
what is happening on screen. It should normally be written using standard rules of 
punctuation and capitalization, and should always be written in the present tense. The 
first time a character’s name appears in the action of a script, it should be capitalized. 
Capitalization can also be used to emphasize an important sound or action. 
 
INT. HARRY’S HOUSE – BATHROOM - DAY 
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HARRY splashes water on his face. Cleans his teeth. 
 
He steps back. Looks at his reflection in the mirror. 
 
There’s a sudden BANG on the bathroom door. 
 
Action should be 1.5 inches from the left margin of the page. Action should generally not 
appear as a large paragraph, but should be broken down into short, separate chunks, 
separated by a double space. 
 
Character Names 
 
Character names are used to indicate which character is speaking. They should always 
be capitalized, should appear 3.7 inches from the left margin of the page, a double-
space below action, and should always be followed by dialogue. If a character in a script 
isn’t named, terms such as OLD WOMAN or POLICE OFFICER can be used instead. 
 
Dialogue 
 
Dialogue refers to the words spoken by a character. It should appear below the 
character name (single space below) and should start 2.5 inches from the left margin, 
and extend to 6 inches from the left of the page. There should always be a double space 
separating dialogue from action. 
 
INT. HARRY’S HOUSE – BATHROOM - DAY 
 
HARRY splashes water on his face. Cleans his teeth. 
 
He steps back. Looks at his reflection in the mirror. 
 

HARRY 
Good morning, good-looking. 

 
Parenthetical 
 
Parentheses can be used between the character name and dialogue to indicate what a 
character is doing whilst speaking, the way in which something is said, or who the 
character is speaking to. They should be placed below the character name (single space) 
and 3.1 inches from the left margin, 2.9 inches from the right.  
 

HARRY 
                 (ruffling up his hair) 

Good morning, good-looking. 
 

HARRY 
                 (smug) 
               Good morning, good-looking. 
 

HARRY 
                 (to his reflection) 

Good morning, good-looking. 
 

Parentheses should generally not be used unless absolutely necessary.   
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Use of ‘V.O’ and ‘O.S’ 
 
The letters ‘V.O’ should be used after a character’s name to indicate a voiceover. The 
letters ‘O.S’ should be used after the character name to indicate that the speaker is off 
screen. They should be capitalized, and appear in brackets. 
 
INT. HARRY’S HOUSE – BATHROOM - DAY 
 
HARRY splashes water on his face. Cleans his teeth. 
 
He steps back. Looks at his reflection in the mirror. 
 

HARRY (V.O) 
I knew today would be good. 

 
 
INT. HARRY’S HOUSE – BATHROOM - DAY 
 
Harry splashes water on his face. Cleans his teeth. 
 
He steps back. Looks at his reflection in the mirror. 
 

HARRY 
Good morning, good-looking. 
 

There’s a sudden BANG on the bathroom door. 
 

SARAH (O.S) 
Hurry up in there! 

 
 
 


