
Writing for the Screen
Lesson #2: Developing Stories



ACMI acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the land on 
which we are presenting and learning today, the Wurundjeri and 

Boon Wurrung people of the Kulin Nation. We pay our respects to 
Elders past and present and emerging.  

We extend our respect to all First Peoples of this land and who may 
be present in this lesson today. 

Today we are meeting virtually, tuning in from many places. Take 
a moment to think about the land you are on and who the 

traditional custodians are.



Identity guidelines



What we are here to do!

• Learn more about storytelling, particularly for the screen 

• Work with an original idea you come up with 

• Show you the steps that screenwriters go through 

• Look at they ways film scripts are both different and similar to books



What we are here to do!

• Explore ideas for film scripts that might be 3-10 minutes (3-10 pages) 

• We won’t be covering how to turn your story into an actual film (sorry!) 

• We’re here to teach you storytelling and writing skills you can use now, 

and in the future



Structuring your story

Here’s what we are building

Finding your characters

Coming up with a premise

Writing your script



The first lesson was about ideas

• Coming up with an idea

• Who, what, when, where, how?

• Visual prompts

Think of a character

What happens to the character?
Describe their everyday life

• Let’s brainstorm!



Today’s lesson is about :  

•Premise

•Characters: getting to know 

them even more

•Obstacles and stakes

•Plot and character questions




Premise

• Your idea in its simplest form 

• A sentence or two 

• Important information 

• Doesn’t give away the end



Premise

• Setup = character(s) and their world 
• Problem = the thing that turns the character’s world 

upside down 
• Premise = setup + problem



Coco

Despite his family’s baffling generations-old ban on music, Mexican boy 
Miguel dreams of becoming an accomplished musician like his idol, Ernesto 
de la Cruz. Desperate to prove his talent, Miguel finds himself trapped in the 
stunning and colorful Land of the Dead following a mysterious chain of 
events. 

Character + world

Problem



Your turn… 

• Setup = character and their world 
• Problem = the thing that turns the character’s world upside down



Tim the Turtle can barely remember his life before becoming the Turner family’s pet. 
But he dreams about it. A lot. One day, after the Turner’s are particularly mean to 
Tim, he decides enough is enough – and decides to escape. But how will a turtle 
escape this suburban fortress of a home? 

WorldCharacter

Problem



The Protagonist

• The main character that we follow throughout 
the story.

• The one we care about and whose journey 
we follow

• The protagonist is the character that goes 
through the most change. They won’t be the 
same person they were at the start.

Creating a Character



The Antagonist

• In opposition to your protagonist

• Doesn’t always have to be an ‘evil’ character

• Feuding best friends or sibling rivalry

• Could also be a monster, or something not ‘real’



Creating a Character

• What is their goal? What do they want? 

• What is their weakness? 

• What is their strength? (they will need to call 
on this some point) 

• What is their biggest fear? 

• Do they have a hidden talent or special skill?



Character

Here are my character questions and answers: 

• goal: to escape 

• weakness: doesn’t speak up for himself 

• strength: determination 

• fear: being punished 

• special skill: incredible upper body strength

Tim the Turtle



Character Diamond

Weakness

The thing that might 
let them down, or that 
the antagonist might 
use against them

Strength Their strength is like their super 
power. This will help them when they 
are faced with their fear

Goal
What do they 
want?

Special skill
Something that 
might come in 
handy

Fear
They might be 
confronted with 
this fear at 
some point

Problem
Something the 
character must 
overcome

To escape

Doesn’t 
speak up

Determination

Being 
punished

Incredible upper body 
strength

The Turner’s are 
mean to him



Weakness

The thing that might 
let them down, or that 
the antagonist might 
use against them

Strength Their strength is like their super 
power. This will help them when they 
are faced with their fear

Goal
What do they 
want?

?
Special skill
Something that 
might come in 
handy

Fear
They might be 
confronted with 
this fear at 
some point

Problem
Something the 
character must to 
overcome

Character Diamond - your turn!

?

?

?

?

?



Tim the Turtle can barely remember his life before becoming the Turner family’s pet. 
But he dreams about it. A lot. One day, after the Turner’s are particularly mean to 
Tim, he decides enough is enough – and decides to escape. But how will a turtle 
escape this suburban fortress of a home? 

WorldCharacter

Problem

Goal

Now we know a bit more…

A bit more about character and emotions



What would happen if your protagonist achieved their goal at the start 
of the film?  
Would this be an interesting film?



Obstacles and Stakes

Obstacles 
• The obstacles are the things that get in the 

way of the protagonist achieving their goals, or 
at least make it harder for them to get there. 

Stakes 
• The stakes are what the protagonist risks to 

lose if they don’t succeed in their goal. A good 
film always has high stakes for the characters. 
It’s what keeps us watching.

Can you help us brainstorm some 
obstacles for Tim?

What are the stakes for Tim?



Obstacles 
• The obstacles are the things that get in the 

way of the protagonist achieving their goals, or 
at least make it harder for them to get there. 

Stakes 
• The stakes are what the protagonist risks to 

lose if they don’t succeed in their goal. A good 
film always has high stakes for the characters. 
It’s what keeps us watching.

Your character’s obstacles?

The stakes for your character?

Obstacles and Stakes



Tim the Turtle can barely remember his life before becoming the Turner family’s pet. 
But he dreams about it. A lot. One day, after the Turner’s are particularly mean to 
Tim, he decides enough is enough – and decides to escape. But how will a turtle 
escape this suburban fortress of a home? 

WorldCharacter

Problem

Goal

Let’s add to our premise…

Stakes- he might get caught!

A bit more about character & emotions



Having a plot question 

We don’t give away the ending, but we can hint 
at what might happen.


It can help to ask this as a question.


The ‘plot’ means the action that happens in the 
film. It’s the steps that the protagonist must take 
to solve the the problem.


Let’s have a think about what the plot question is 
for Tim the Turtle.


Plot question: Will Tim 

manage to escape and be 

free of the Turners?



Adding a character question

Tim the Turtle can barely remember his life before 
becoming the Turner family’s pet. But he dreams about it. 
A lot. One day, after the Turner’s are particularly mean to 
Tim, he decides enough is enough – and plans his 
escape. But how will a turtle escape this suburban 
fortress of a home? 

We care about what happens to the protagonist. We 
want to know how they will feel at the end of the story. 
What’s a character question we could to our premise 
for Tim the Turtle?  
Think about Tim and his emotions by the end of the 
story…

Character question: Does 

freedom lay on the other 

side of the fence?



Plot question: Will Tim manage to escape and be free of the Turners? 

Character question: Will Tim find happiness on the other side?



Your turn…

My plot question is: 

Will they….?


How will they….?


What will they….?




So let’s look at what we have now..

• Premise 
• Character diamond 
• Plot question 
• Character question



Structuring your story

What we have so far…

Finding your characters

Coming up with a premise

What’s next…



Lesson #3 - Structuring your story

Every step in the process is about adding more detail into our story 
(or adding more features to our house!)  

So, when we start writing our scripts, we have a plan to keep us on 
track. 

• Beginning, middle and end 
• How to work some obstacles into your story 
• Story map



Identity guidelines

writingforscreen@acmi.net.au

Good luck and we’ll see you for Lesson #4! 



Story Structure 

Beginning Middle and End (Sometimes this can also be called Orientation, Problem, Resolution)  

What happens in the beginning of a story?  

What Happens in the middle? 

What happens in the end? 

We meet a character and the world or setting of the 
story 

A problem is established and the character goes 
about solving it. 

The problem is resolved, but because of the 
adventure or what the character has learned along 

the way, they are not the same as when they 
started. 


