Step of writing scripts for documentary

Documentaries are fascinating and capture the brillance of humanity when executed
thoroughly. Every director and producer has his or her own routine of writing a
documentary script, which can be very liberating to those who are starting out.
Depending on the subject of the documentary, the schedule can be incredibly
pressing, which means that having a system in place prior to embarking on a new
documentary project can be quite rewarding. And don't forget to check out NYFA's
documentary filmmaking programs to find the best hands-on, intensive program for
you.

Here are 7 steps on how to write a documentary script:

1. Short Pitches Green-light Projects

Before a script can even be written, you need a clear, precise, and short pitch. This
pitch should be no longer than 5 pages because producers and executive producers
are busy. They want to know that what you are offering is of quality and can be green
Iit.

2. Find Funding

Funding can be one of the hardest parts of the documentary business. Nowadays
with technology, we can do a lot on a budget. However, you do want a quality feature-
length budget that adequately fits your needs. This on the low end can amount to
about $300,000. Find someone who shares your vision. This can be an individual with
capital, a nonprofit organization, or even a network. What's important to your funders
is what will they get out of it? This can include recognition, promoting their cause,
money, etc.



3. Blueprint Your Documentary

This is the time to organize and plan how the story will be transmitted to your
audience. The outlined story is detailed in regards to how the film will play out. When
you have this outline clear in your head, shooting the frame is much easier because
you already know what you want. Some ways to organize is breaking down the
outline into acts and having a topic for each one. Each of those acts culminate in the
overall message that you are trying to convey. There may be some tweaking along
the way, but the plan is there as a guide.

4. \Writing the Script

SCRIPT FORMAT

INT : Indoors

Sequence

Rob’s
Voice

Narration

EXT : Outdoors

Location

\ Yisuals /

Sound

Sound effect

ROB

I think about him all the
time. His memory follows
me around like my shadow.

Sometimes I see a
movement in the side of my
eye, but when I turn around,
there’s nothing there.

It’s driving me crazy.

e

Close up

I do try and get out as much
as possible. The more I sit
at home, the more I think
about what happened.

But there’s no escaping the
memories. I carry them with
me. 1 feel guilty if I don’t
think about him constantly.

INT: Rob’s living room

Rob walks to the window
and looks out. Then he
moves to the sofa and tries
to read a book.

Rob looks up from his book
and his eyes move around
the room.

CU of Rob’s eyes

Rob closes his eyes.

Dissolve to:

EXT: Bench in park
CU of Sue’s eyes.

Sue looks around her as she
sits on the park bench.

Sue opens her purse and
takes out her wallet. She
looks at a picture of herself’
standing with a man.

She closes the wallet and
puts it back in her purse.

Continuous Ambiance

FX : Echoing footsteps on
floor

MUSIC: Faint note of string
instrument.

FX : Echoing sigh

Continuous Park Ambiance

You must work backwards. It is the only way to write a documentary script. Once you
have collected your research, data, and interviews, only then can you write the script.
It would be impossible to conceive what an interviewee is going to say and how that



ties into your message. Once you have all of the facts and materials, then you can sit
down and write the script and voice-overs.

5. Compel Your Viewer

Viewers want to connect with your project. Find compelling personal stories that will
enthrall viewers. Emotionally, your viewers will open up and understand the complexity
of the issue while making the issue entirely relatable. Every viewer wants to be
transported somewhere else, learn something new, and then be motivated and
moved by this information.

6. Declare Your Point Of View

Presenting the facts and reality isn't always clean cut and unbiased. That isn't to say
that directors and producers spin a project a certain way but there is information that
stays in a documentary and information that is cut. So what is it that you want your
documentary to transmit? You will find that when you have this message, putting the
entire script and production together is much easier and it is clearer to the audience
regardless of whether or not they agree. They can still connect because of the clarity
of the message. At the very least, the audience is given something to think about
moving forward. As a director/writer/producer, you can be flexible and allow your
story to unfold even if it's not in the precise direction that you thought it would go.

7. Finesse Your Project

Be thorough with your writing and voice-overs. Writing and rewriting parts of the
script is part of the process as you continue to define your message and refine the
story. If you are using a narrator, you may have to readjust to your narrator's style.
Sometimes while you are fact checking, there may be some discrepancies so you
want to make there that everything that you are presenting to the viewer is accurate
and this is reflected in the rewriting process.



Documentaries aren't an observation of humanity, but rather an opening door into our
nature, into what drives us, what makes us fill with joy and weep with sorrow.
Documentaries are real, with real people and dealing with real issues that are
powerful and hit us at our core. Let your writing reflect those deep, moving messages
and capture your audience emotionally.

Reference - httpshttps://www.nyfa.edu



